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Preface 


This book is an claboration and refinement of some of the ideas 
initially sketched in my Ideology and Modem Culture. Therc I put 
forward the view that, if we wish to undcrstand the cultural 
transforman ons associatcd with the rise of modem societies, then 
we must givc a central role to the development of communication 
media and thcir impact. In this book I seek to redeem this claim. 
I examine in some dctail the nature of communication media 
and thcir changing forms; I discuss the emergence of the media 
industries and analyse some recent trends; but above all I try to 
show that the development of the media was interwovcn in funda- 
mental ways with the major institutional transformations which 
have shaped the modem world. My primary concern is to explore 
these interconnections, to trace their contours and consider thcir 
implications, and hopcfully to shed some light on our contempor- 
ary, media-saturated world while avoiding a myopic preoccupa- 
tion with the prcscnt. 

I owe a substantial debt to numerous friends and colleagucs 
with whom I have discussed these issues over the ycars, and who 
took the time to read and commcnt on earlier drafts of the text. 
Lizbeth Goodman deserves special mcntion: she gave me many 
heipful suggestions and has been a constant source of encouragc- 
ment and support. Conversations with Anthony Giddens and 
David Held helped to shape the conccms of this book; they also 
read an earlier draft and provided much valuable feedback. Peter 
Burke, James LulI, William Outhwaite and Annabelle Srebemy- 
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Mohammadi were generous with their time and their comments; 
I am grateful to them for their probing criticisms and their numer- 
ous references to relevant works in their areas of expertise. 
Michelle Stanworth, Henrietta Moore, Helga Geyer-Ryan and 
Peter and Karin Groombridge have been wonderful friends and 
y ; ! * have always advised me well. I should also like to thank Avril 

f ¡ i Symonds for her patiént word-processing; Ann Bone for her care- 

||] ful copy-editing; and the many people at Polity Press and 

JJ!) Blackwell Publishers - especially Gilí Motley, Julia Harsant, 

i Nicola Ross, Pam Thomas, Lin Lucas and Ginny Stroud-Lewis - 

who have helped, at one stage or another, to prepare this book for 
publication. 

J.B.T., Cambridge, December 1994 


Introduction 


‘I have said that, in my opinión, all was chaos, that is, carth, air, 
water, and fire were mixed together; and out of that bulk a mass 
formed - just as chcese is madc out of milk - and worms appcared 
in it, and these were the angcls. The most holy majesty decreed 
that these should be God and the angels, and among that number 
of angcls, therc was also God, he too having been creatcd out of 
that mass at the same time, and he was made Lord . . These 
words, spoken by a sixteenth-century miller from Monterealc, a 
small village of the Friuli in what is now northem Italy, strike us 
today like the remnants of another age. It is not easy for us to take 
seriously the visión of the world they convey, or to understand 
why the person who uttered them - one Domenico Scandella, also 
known as Menocchio - should have to pay so dearly for his 
eccentric beliefs. (Menocchio was interrogated, imprisoned and 
eventually put to death.) But despite the distance that separatcs 
our world today from the world of this sixteenth-century miller, 
there is a social trait of fundamental importance that ties him 
to us. For, unlike many of his fcllow villagers, Menocchio could 
read. 

Among other things, Menocchio had read II cavallier Zuanne de 
Mandavüla, a translarion of the popular book of travels attributed 
to Sir John Mandeville. Originally written in the mid-fourteenth 
century, the book was reprinted many times in the sixteenth 
century and diffused widely throughout Europe. Here Menocchio 
had read of distant lands where people practiscd different cus- 
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toms, obeyed different laws and held different beliefs; he had read 
of places where some people worshipped the sun, some wor- 
shipped fire and some worshipped images and idols; he had read 
of islands apparendy inhabited by cannibals, pigmies and men 
with the heads of dogs. These descriptions deeply troubled 
Menocchio and led him to question the foundations of his own 
beliefs. They provided him with a window on to another world, a 
world into which he could step temporarily and from which he 
could view - with the kind of discomfort that often accompanies 
the discovery of altematives - the world of his daily life in 
Montereale. 

There can be no doubt that Menocchio was a man of uncom- 
mon imagination. His strange cosmogony was his own creation, 
and his ideas were probably viewed by his felíow villagers with a 
mixture of caution, bewilderment and awe. In the course of his 
interrogation, Menocchio repeatedly insisted that his ideas were 
his own invention (‘Sir, 1 have never met anyone who holds these 
opinions; my opinions come out of my own head’), but this was 
only partly true. For Menocchio had read many books and culled 
many ideas from them. His vivid imagination had reworked these 
ideas, infused them with meaning, mixed them together with one 
another and with ideas drawn ff om the oral traditions of rural life. 
Menocchio’s views were undoubtedly the product of a unique and 
restless mind, but they were made possible by a social transforma- 
tion whose origins lay elsewhere and whose impact extended far 
beyond the villages of the Friuli. 

By the time that Menocchio’s trial began in 1584, printing 
presses had been in operation throughout Europe for more than a 
hundred years. They were producing a growing avalanche of 
printed materials which would gradually transform the life condi- 
tions of most individuáis. Initially the impact of print was felt most 
strongly in the large urban centres, among educated elites who 
held the reigns of power. But printed materials spread quickly, 
and it was not long before ordinary individuáis like Menocchio - • 
this self-taught miller of humble origins - were able to gain access 
to the worlds opened up by print. However strange Menocchio’s 
opinions may seem to us today, he was the harbinger of a new era 
in whichfsymbolic forms would spill far beyond the shared locales 
of daily life, and in which the circulation of ideas would no longer 
be restricted by the exchange of words in contexts of face-to-face 
interactiont] 

My aim in this book is to trace the contours of this and subse- 
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quent transformations in what I shall describe as the social organi- 
zaron of symbolic power, and to explore some of thcir con- 
sequences for the kind of world in which we live today. I shall try 
to show that the development of communication media - from 
early forms of print to recent types of electronic communication - 
was an integral part of the rise of modem societies. The devclop- 
ment of communication media was interwoven in complex ways 
with a number of othcr dcvclopmcntal processes which, taken 
together, were constitutive of what we have come to cali ‘modem- 
ity’. Henee, if we wish to understand the nature of modemity - 
that is, of the institutional characteristics of modem societies 
and the life conditions crcatcd by them - then we must give a 
central role to the development of communication media and 
their impact. 

It is perhaps surprising that, among the works of social theorists 
who have concemed themselves with the rise of modem societies, 
there are so few which have treated communication media with 
? the seriousness they deserve. There is a substantial body of work 
d>y social and cultural historians on the impact of printing in early 
modem Europe and elsewhere, and there is a large literature 
dealing with more recent developments in the media industries; 
but in the writings of social theorists, a concern with communica- 
tion media is most noticeable for its absence. Why this neglect? 
Partly it is due, no doubt, to a certain attitude of suspiciousness 
towards the media. For theorists interested in long-term processes 
bf social change, the media may seem like a sphere of the super- 
ada! and the ephemeral, a sphere about which, it may seem, very 
^üttle of any substance can be said. But there are other reasons, 
more deeply rooted historically and intellectually, which help to 
explain this neglect. 

When social theorists today reflect on the broad developmental 
Icontours of modemity, they generally do so in ways that are 
%>rofoundly shaped by the legacy of classical social thought. They 
^take their terms of reference from the work of authors who, 
iwriting in the nineteenth and early twentieth centurics, were 
struggling to make sense of the industrial societies taking shape 
around them. For the most part, the classical social thinkers did 
Shot attribute a significant role to the development of communica- 
lítion media. For them, the key cultural dynamic associatcd with 
the rise of modem societies lay elsewhere: it consisted above all 
processes of rationalization and secularization, through which 
iodem societies would, it was thought, gradually discard the 
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traditional encumbrances of the past. This was a lofty visión, a 
grand narrative in the tradition of epic story-teliing, which pitched 
the Progressive forces of reason and enlightenment against the 
darkened ramparts of myth and superstition. And it is a visión 
which has continued to grip the theoretical imagination, dividing 
contemporary theorists into opposing camps of those who wish to 
defend and refine the narrative and those who are inclined to 
reject it as another myth. 

The account I shall offer here shares little in common with the 
high drama of the grand narrative. In contrast to this somewhat 
ethereal battle between the forces of reason and myth, I shall be 
concemed with a series of developments which can be reasonably 
well documented and which have clear institutional bases, from 
the small printing presses of the late fifteenth century to the huge 
communication conglomerates of today. I shall be concemed with 
the gradual expansión of networks of communication and infor- 
mation flow, networks which, since the mid-nineteenth century, 
have become increasingly global in scope. I shall be concemed 
with the ways in which these networks are interwoven with other 
forms of power - economic, political and military - and how they 
have been used by actors, both individual and collective, to pursue 
their aims. But I shall also be concemed to show that, notwith- 
standing the worldly character of these developments, their con- 
sequences are far-reaching. 

A central argument of this book is that we can understand the 
social impact of the development of new networks of communica- 
tion and information flow only if we put aside the intuitively 
plausible idea that communication media serve to transmit infor- 
mation and symbolic content to individuáis whose relations to 
others remain fundamentally unchanged. We must see, instead, 
that the use of communication media involves the creation of new 
forms of action and interaction in the social world, new kinds of 
social relationship and new ways of relating to others and to 
oneself. When individuáis use communication media, they enter 
into forms of interaction which differ in certain respects from the 
type of face-to-face interaction which characterizes most encoun- 
ters of daily life. They are able to act for others who are physically 
absent, or act in response to others who are situated in distant 
locales. In a fundamental way, the use of communication media 
transforms the spatial and temporal organization of social life, 
creating new forms of action and interaction, and new modes of 
exercising power, which are no longer linked to the sharing of a 
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glt is eásier to cali attention to this transformation in a general 
y than it is to analyse it rigorously and to follow through its 
iplications for social and political life. Many of the chapters that 
}lIow are an attempt - certainly pardal, and no doubt faltering in 
aces.:— to analyse this transformation and to explore its wider 
iplications. The first two chapters prepare the way, both theo- 
ácally and historically. In chapter 1 I analyse the nature of 
mmunication media within the framework of a more compre- 
,J*sive social theory; this chapter lays the foundations for a social 
¡ory-of the media by analysing the structured social contexts 
thin which all communication - including mediated communi- 
takes place and with rcference to which it must be 
derstood. Chapter 2 shifts the analysis on to a historical plañe, 
awing on the theoretical framework elaborated in the first chap- 
I offer a broad reinterpretation of the main transformations 
ociated with the rise of modem societies, placing particular 
phasis on the development of media institutions and on the 
wth of new networks of communication and information flow. 

chapter 3 I develop the argument that the use of communi- 
tión media has created new forms of action and interaction in 
modem world, and I try to analyse these forms as rigorously 
d precisely as possible. The argument is pursued in chapter 4, 
ere I explore the impact of communication media on the rela- 
n between the public and the prívate and on the changing nexus 
visibility and power. I try to show that phenomena which have 
Órne pervasive and troubling features of the political arena 
ay ~ such as the frequent occurrence of scandals of various 
ds - are rooted in a series of fundamental transformations 
tíceming the mediated visibility of power. 

ié development of communication media has not only ren- 
éd power visible in new ways, it has also rendered it visible on 
ünprecedented scale: today mediated visibility is effectively 
»bal in scope. This circumstance is the outeome of a complex 
cess of globalization whose origins can be traced back at least 
¡fár as the mid-nineteenth century, and whose characteristics 
d consequences are the concern of chapter 5. Here I seek to 
tÓw how the globalization of communication was interwoven 
ith other developmental processes constitutive of modem socie- 
sj and I argüe that, if we wish to understand the consequences 
these developments, we must take account of the specific 
itexts within which globalized media produets are received and 
derstood. 
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which the development of communication media has affected the 
daily lives of individuáis. In chapter 6 I focus on the nature of 
tradition and its changing role: has the growing difñision of media 
producís helped to undermine traditional ways of life, as many 
commentators have assumed? Or is there a sense in which the 
media have breathed new life into traditions, uprooting them from 
their contexts of origin, embedding them in cultural diaspora and 
providing individuáis with sources of identity which are no longer 
linked to particular locales? Chapter 7 is focused on the nature of 
the self and on the ways in which the process of self-formation is 
affected by the profusión of mediated materials. What is it like to 
live in a woríd where the capacity to experience events is 
no longer determined by the possibility of encountering them on 
the time-space paths of daily life? 

The final chapter addresses questions of a more normative kind 
conceming the role that media institutions can play, and ought to 
play, in the cultivation of an autonomous and responsible way of 
life. I argüe that many of our traditional ways of thinking about 
social and politicaí matters are shaped by a certain model of public 
life which stems from the ancient world, from the agora of classical 
Greece, and which envisions the possibility of individuáis coming 
together in a shared space to discuss issues of common concern. 
But this traditional model of publicness as co-presence bears little 
resemblance to the practical realities of the late twentieth-century 
world. Today we must reinvent the idea of publicness in a way 
that reflects the complex interdependencies of the modem world, 
and in a way that recognizes the growing importance of forms of 
communication and interaction which are not face-to-face in 
character. 

Throughout the book I have drawn on a rich and varied litera- 
ture in cultural history and the history of Communications, in 
Communications theory and research, and in contemporary media 
and cultural studies. But this book was written primarily as a work 
of social theory, not as a contribution to a specialist literature in 
the field of Communications. I have tried to redress the neglect of 
communication media within the literature of social theory and to 
show that, if we take the media seriously, we find that they have 
serious consequences for some of the core concems of social and 
politicaí thought. At the same time, while wishing to redress the 
neglect of the media, I have tried to avoid an equally one-sided 
preoccupation with the media, as if one could plausibly study the 
development of communication media independently of broader 
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¡al and historical processes. Social theory has as much to offer 
munications research as it has to gain from it; and a social 
. ry of the media may help to sitúate the study of the media 
e, in my view, it bclongs: among a set of disciplines con- 
ed with the emergence, development and structural charac- 
tícs óf modem societies and their futures. 
developing the arguments in this book I also dravv liberally on 
literature of contemporary social and cultural theory. But 
e are three traditions of thought which are particularly rel- 
t to my concems, and which have helped to shape the general 
ntation of my account. One is the tradition of critical social 
ry stemming from the work of the Frankfurt School. 2 1 doubt 
ther much can be salvaged today from the writings of the early 
kfurt School theorists, such as Horkheimer, Adorno and 
rcuse; their critique of what they called ‘the culture industry’ 
too negative and was rooted in a questionable conception 
modem societies and their developmental trends.’ But 
ermas’s early account of the emergence and transformation of 
public spherc is a work that still mcrits carcful considcration. 4 
great strength of Habermas’s early work is that it treats the 
elopment of the media as an integral part of the formation 
ibdem societies. He argued that the circulation of printed 
efials in early modem Europe played a crucial role in the 
sition from absolutist to liberal-democratic regimes, and that 
árticulation of critical public opinión through the media was a 
deature of modem democratic life. There are many respeets 
hich Habermas’s argument is unconvincing, as we shall see; 
I think it is clear that his argument could no longer be 
tained in anything like its original form. But the visión which 
íbehind Habermas’s account is one that continúes, with some 
‘fication, to command our respect. 

second tradition of thought on which I draw loosely here is a 
ition stemming from the work of the so-called media theorists. 
2 most well known of these theorists was, of course, Marshall 
Buhan; but the most original and insightful was probably 
Buhan’ s compatriot and mentor, Harold Innis. Writing in the 
Os and early 1950s, Innis was one of the first to explore 
éínatically the relations between media of communication, on 
fone hand, and the spatial and temporal organization of power, 
the other. 5 His theory of the ‘bias’ of communication - simply 
that different media favoured different ways of organizing 
tical power, whether centralized or decentralized, extended in 
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time or space, and so on - was no doubt too crude to account for 
the complexities of the historical relations between communica- 
tion and power, But Innis rightly emphasized the fact that com- 
munication media as such are important for the organization of 
power, irrespective of the content of the messages they convey. 
This approach has been taken up and developed by others - by 
McLuhan, certainly, but also by more recent theorists like Joshua 
Meyrowitz, who insightfully combines an analysis of electronic 
media inspired by McLuhan with an account of social interaction 
derived ffom Goffman. 6 This tradition is less helpful, however, 
when it comes to thinking about the social organization of the 
media industries, about the ways in which the media are inter- 
woven with the unequal distribution of power and resources, 
and about how individuáis make sense of media producís and 
incorpórate them into their lives. 

The third tradition which informs my account is that of 
hermeneutics, a tradition concemed, broadly speaking, with the 
contextualized interpretation of symbolic forms. Among the re- | 
cent contributions to this tradition I inelude the work of Gadamer 
and Ricoeur, but also the more ethnographically oriented writings 
of Clifford Geertz. 7 |Hermeneutics highlights the fact that the 
reception of symbolic forms - including media produets - always 
involves a contextualized and Creative process of interpretation in 
which individuáis draw on the resources available to them in order 
to make sense of the messages they receive. It also calis our 
attention to the fact that the activity of ‘appropriation’ is part of an 
extended process of self-formation through which individuáis de- 
velop a sense of themselves and others, of their history, their place 
in the world and the social groups to which they belong. By 
emphasizing the'V Creative, constructive andMsocially embedded 
character of interpretation! hermeneutics converges with some of 
the recent ethnographic work on the reception of media produets, 
while at the same time enriching this work by bringing to bear on 
it the resources of a tradition concerned with the link between 
interpretation and self-formation. 

Some readers may find it surprising that in a book concemed \ 
with social theory and the media I draw so little on the literature | 
generally referred to (no doubt rather crudely) with the labels j 
‘post-structuraíism’ and ‘postmodemism’. This is not the place to ¡ 
spell out the reasons for my dissatisfaction with much of this 
literature; some of these reasons will emerge in the pages that 
folio w. Here it will suffice to say that, for all the talk of post- JÉ 
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emism and postmodemity, there are precious few signs that 
nhabitants of the late twentieth-century world have recently 
a new age, and that the doors opened up by the advent of 
em societíes have now closed behind them. If the debates 
ted off by postmodemism have taught us anything, it is 
that the developmental processes characteristic of modem 
fies have propelled us beyond modemity to some new and as 
mdefined age, but rather that our traditional theoretical 
eworks for understanding. these processes are, in many 
:cts, woefully inadequate.twhat we need today is not a theory 
jnew age, but rather a new theory of an age whose broad 
Sürs were laid down some while ago, and whose conse- 
jes we have yet fully to ascertaiii, If we put aside the fashion- 
rhetoric and focus our attention on the deeply rooted social 
íormations that shape our lives, we may find that we share 
■ in common with our predecessors - perhaps even with 
|l-fated miller ffom Montereale - than some contemporary 
*ists would like us to believe. 
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Communication and Social 
Context 


In all societies human bcings engage in the production and^ 
exchange of information and symbolic content. From the earliest 
forms of gcsture and language use to the most recent develop- 
ments in Computer technology, the production, storage and circu- 
laron of information and symbolic content have been central 
aspects of social life. But with the development of a range of media 
institutions from the late fifteenth century to the present day, the: 
processes of production, storage and circulation have been trans- 
formed in certain ways. These processes have been caught up in i 
series of institutional developments which are characteristic of the 
modem era. By virtue of these developments, fsymbolic forms 
have been produced and reproduced on an ever-expanding scale 
they have been tumed into commodities which can be bou 
and sold on a market; they have become accessible to individual! 
who are widely dispersed in space and time. In a profound and 
irreversible way, the development of the media has transformed 
the nature of symbolic production and exchange in the modem 
world. 

In this chapter I shall begin to explore the contours of this trans- 
formation by analysing some of the characteristics of mediated 
communication. I shall develop an approach to the media which 
is fundamentally ‘cultural’, by which I mean an approach which is 
concemed both with the mcaningful character of symbolic forms 
and with their social contextualization. 1 On the one hand, it 
important to stress that communication media have an irrcducibl 
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Communication and Social Context 1 1 

alie dimensión: they are concemed with the production, 
ge and circulation of materials which are meaningful for the 
duals who produce and reccive them. It is easy to lose sight 
is symbolic dimensión and to become preoccupied with 
échnical featurcs of communication media. These technical 
res are certainly important, as we shall see; but they should 
be allowed to obscuro the fact that the development of com- 
nication media is, in a fundamental sense, a reworking of the 
lie character of social life, a reorganization of the ways in 
. information and symbolic content are produced and ex- 
ged in the social world and a restructuring of the ways in 
h individuáis relate to one another and to themselves. If ‘man 
animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has 
as Geertz once remarked, 2 then communication media are 
ing wheels in the modem world and, in using these media, 
n beings are fabricating webs of significance for themselves. 
the other hand, it is also important to emphasize that 
iated communication is always a contextual ized social phe- 
hdh: it is always embedded in social contexts which are 
ed in various ways and which, in tum, have a structuring 
|on the communication that occurs. Once again, it is easy 
e sight of this aspect. Since mediated communication is 
rally ‘fixed’ in a material substratum of some kind - words 
bed on paper, for example, or images captured on film - it is 
o focus on the symbolic content of media messages and to 
e the complex array of social conditions which underlie the 
üction and circulation of these messages. This is a tendeney 
fifi* shall scek resolutely to avoid. Without neglecting the 
olic content of media messages, I shall develop an approach 
emphasizes that mediated communication is an integral 
>f - and cannot be understood apart from - the broader 
s of social life. 

he first section of this chapter I shall outline some of the 
res of the social contexts within which communication in 
al, and mediated communication in particular, should be 
rstood. Against this backcloth, I shall then analyse some of 
aracteristics of technical media of communication (section 
|some of the peculiaritics of what is commonly described as 
§S communication* (section 3). The fourth section will be 
?med with the ways in which communication media reorder 
ions of space and time and alter our experience of them. In 
final section of the chapter I shall explore, in a preliminary 


i 



1 2 Communication and Social Context 

way, the relation between mediated communication and the prac 
tical social contexts within which such communication is receive' 
and understood. 


Action , Power and Communication 

It has becomc commonplace to say that communication is a form 
of action. Ever since Austin observed that to utter an expression is i 
to perform an action and not merely to report or describe some j 
State of affairs, 3 we have become sensitive to the fact that speaking | 
a language is a social activity through which individuáis establish 
and renew relations with one another. But if communication is a i 
form of action, then the analysis of communication must be ; 
based, at least in part, on an analysis of action and on an account j 
of its socially contextualized character. Austin, and most subse- I 
quent speech act theorists, did not pursue the argument in this 
direction; henee their accounts of speech acts tend to be rather ; 
formal and abstract, divorced from the actual circumstances ir. j 
which individuáis use language in the course of their day-to-day \ 
Iives. Today we can take up Austin’s observation only by aban- ; 
doning his approach and by developing a substantive social theory i 
of action and of the kinds of power, resources and institutions on I 
which it is based. 

The account I shall develop here is based on the assumption j 
that social phenomena can be viewed as purposive actions carried j 
out in structured social contexts. 4 Social life is made up of in- 
dividuáis who pursue aims and objectives of various kinds. In so i 
doing they always act within sets of circumstances which are given ■ 
in advance, and which provide different individuáis with different j 
inclinations and opportunities. These sets of circumstances can bel 
conceptualized as ‘fields of interaction’, to use a term fruitfully j 
developed by Pierre Bourdieu. 5 Individuáis are situated at differ|| 
ent positions within these fields, depending on the different kinds 
and quantities of resources available to them. In some cases these 
positions acquire a certain stability by being institutionalized - j 
that is, by becoming part of a relatively stable cluster of rules, j 
resources and social relations. Institutions can be viewed as deter- ; 
mínate sets of rules, resources and relations which have some j 
degree of durability in time and some extensión in space, and i 
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1 objectives. Institutions give a definite shape to pre-existing 
IJjinteraction and, at the same time, they create new posi- 
in these fields, as well as new sets of life trajee tories for 
yiduals who occupy them. 

Osition that an individual occupies within a field or instá- 
is closely related to the power that he or she possesses. In the 
;eneral sense, power is the ability to act in pursuit of one’s 
nd interests, the ability to intervene in the course of events 
affect their outeome. In exercising power, individuáis em- 
ite resources available to them; resources are the means 
enable them to pursue their aims and interests effectively. 
|By accumulating resources of various kinds, individuáis 
ent their power - in the way, for instance, that an 
üál may build up personal savings in order to purchase a 
fty. While resources can be built up pcrsonally, they are also 
only accumulated within the framework of institutions, 
are important bases for the exercise of power. Individuáis 
Cupy dominant positions within large institutions may have 
esources at their disposal, enabling them to make decisions 
oirsue objectives which have far-reaching consequences. 
derstood in this general way, power is a pervasive social 
menon that is characteristic of different kinds of action and 
nter, from the recognizably political actions of State officials 
mundane encounter between individuáis in the Street. If 
we commonly associate power with political power, that is, 
e actions of individuáis acting on behalf of the State, this is 
§states have become particularly important centres of con- 
ted power in the modem world. But the importance of State 
tións should not blind us to the fact that overt political 
r is only one rather spccialized form of power, and that 
uals commonly exercise power in many contexts which 
little or nothing to do with the State. In so doing, they both 
s and help to establish relatively stable relations or nctworks 
ower and domination between individuáis, and between 
sfof individuáis, who occupy different positions in fields of 
Ilion. 

is helpful to distinguish broadly between several different 
of power. Following Michael Mann and others, I shall 
guish four main types - what I shall cali ‘economic’, ‘politi- 
‘coercive’ and ‘symbolic’ power. 6 These distinctions are 
árily analytical in character. They reflect the different kinds 
tivity in which human beings typically engage, and the differ- 
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power. But in reality these different forms of power commonly; 
overlap in complex and shifting ways. A particular institution or 
type of institution may provide the framework for the intensivel 
accumuíation of a certain kind of resource, and henee a privilegedj 
basis for the exercise of a certain form of power - in the way, foS 
instance, that present~day commercial enterprises provide aj 
framework for the intensive accumuíation of material resources! 
and a privileged basis for the exercise of economic power. I shall| 
describe institutions which provide privileged bases for the exer- 
cise of certain forms of power as ‘paradigmatic institutions’. But 
even paradigmatic institutions typically involve a complex mixture 
of different kinds of activity, resources and power, even if they are 
geared primarily towards the accumuíation of a certain kind o j 
resource and the exercise of a certain type of power. 

Economic power stems ffom human productive activity, that isj 
activity concemed with the provisión of the means of subsistence 
through the extraction of raw materials and their transformation 
into goods which can be consumed or exchanged in a markeCj 
Productive activity involves the use and the creation of various 
kinds of material and financial resources, which inelude raw : m|l 
terials, instrumems of production (tools, machinery, land, buildj¡ 
ings, etc.), consumable producís and financial capital (mone|| 
stocks and shares, forms of credit, etc.). These resources can be; 
accumulated by individuáis and organizations for the purposes o| 
expanding their productive activity; and, in so doing, they are ablQ 
to increase their economic power. In earlier epochs, productiva 
activity was predominantly agrarian, and the paradigmatic instituí 
tions of economic power were typically small-scale organizationd 
oriented towards subsistence farming or towards the productiofil 
of small surpluses for trade. With the development of módem 
societies, the paradigmatic institutions of economic power have 
become much larger in the scale and scope of their activities and 
more varied in character, with manufacturing and, subsequently,; 
industrial production assuming a fundamental importance. 

Economic power can be distinguished ffom political pozver¡) 
which stems ffom the activity of coordinating individuáis ancg 
regulating the pattems of their interaction. All organizationsl^ 
volve some degree of coordination and regulation, and henee 
some degree of political power in this sense. But we can identify. 
a range of institutions which are concemed primarily with coordi- 
nation and regulation, and which pursue these activities in a 
manner that is relatively centralized within a territory that is mór|f 
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s circumscribed. These institutions comprise what is gener- 
eferred to as the State - the paradigmatic institution of 
cal power. Historically there have been many different forms 
e State, from traditional imperial States and classical city- 
S to the modem form of nation-state. All States, or state-like 
tutions, are essentially systems of authority. They involve a 
ex system of rules and procedures which authorize certain 
uals to act in certain ways. In some cases these rules 
procedures are explicitly cncoded in the form of laws which 
hacted by sovereign bodies and administered by a judicial 


a 


m 


pév'er, as Max Weber among others has noted, the capacity 
’state to command authority is gcncrally dependent on its 
ity to exercise two related but distinct forms of power, which 
1 describe as cocrcive power and symbolic power. Ultimately 
ate can make recourse to various forms of coerción - that is, 
é actual or threatened use of physical forcé - in order to back 
le exercise of political power, both with regard to extema 1 
uest or threat and with regard to intemal unrest or disobedi- 
Thc authority of the State can also be backed up by the 
sion of symbolic forms which seek to cultívate and sustain a 
f in the legitimacy of political power. But to what extent do 
cular symbolic forms actually succeed in creating and sus- 
g a belief in legitimacy? To what extent are such beliefs 
ally shared by the various groups and members of a subject 
üation, and to what extent is the sharing of such beliefs 
ssary for the stable and effective exercise of political power? 

are no simple and clear-cut answers to these questions, and 
this uncertainty (among other things) which renders the 
cal use of symbolic power a risk-laden and open-ended affair. 
jthough there is a cióse historical and empirical connection 
een political power and coercive power, it is sensible to 
guish analytically between them. Coercive power involves the 
r threatened use, of physical forcé to subduc or conqucr an 
nent. Physical forcé can be applied in differing ways, with 
tg degrees of intensity and with differing results. But there 
cióse and fundamental connection between coerción and 
ly injury or death: the use of physical forcé carnes with it the 
: of maiming or destroying the opponent. Physical forcé does 
bonsist simply in brute human strength. It can be augmented 
he use of weapons and equipment, by training and tactics, by 
§Í;énce and planning, etc. Historically the most important 
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institutions for the accumulation of resources of this kind are | 
military institutions, and the most important form of coercivei 
power is military power. It is clear that military power has played an | 
enormously important role in shaping social and historical proc- \ 
esses, both past and present. Throughout history States have j 
oriented a significant part of their activities towards the build-up | 
of military power, and towards the extraction - through conquest 1 
and plunder, or through various kinds of taxation - of the material 1 j 
resources necessary to sustain the institutions of armed forcé. ] 
Traditionally military power has been used both for the purposes 1 
of external defence and conquest, and for the purposes of intemal | 
pacification and control. In modem societies, however, there is a í 
somewhat sharp er differentiation between military institutions; j 
which are concemed primarily with maintaining (or expanding) .i 
the territorial boundaries of nation-states, and the various para-i 
military organizations (such as the pólice) and related institutions 4 
(such as carceral institutions) which are concemed primarily with j 
intemal pacification and control. But this institutionaí differentia- \ 
tion is by no means clear-cut, and there are many examples in J 
recent history when military power has been used to quell intemal , j 
unrest. 

The fourth type of power is cultural or symbolic power , whichl 
stems from the activity of producing, transmitting and receiving | 
meaningful symbolic forms. Symbolic activity is a fundamental j 
feature of social life, on a par with productive activity, the coordi- | 
nation of individuáis, and coerción. Individuáis are constantly . J 
engaged in the activity of expressing themselves in symbolic forms 
and in interpreting the expressions of others; they are constantíy | 
involved in communicating with one another and exchanging j 
information and symbolic content. In doing so, individuáis draw J 
on various kinds of resources which I shall describe loosely as the«l 
‘means of information and communication’. These resources in- | 
elude the technical means of fixation and transmission; the skills, J 
competences and forms of knowledge employed in the produc- 1 
tion, transmission and reception of information and symbolic | 
content (what Bourdieu refers to as ‘cultural capital’ 7 ); and the ' j 
accumulated prestige, recognition and respect accorded to certain | 
producers or institutions (‘symbolic capital’). In producing sym- j 
bolic forms, individuáis draw on these and other resources to J 
perform actions which may intervene in the course of events and I 
have consequences of various kinds. Symbolic actions may give I 
rise to reactions, may lead others to act or respond in certain ways, s| 


S¡omic 

Material and 
financial 

resources 

Economic institutions (e.g. 
commercial enterprises) 


Authority 

Political institutions (e.g. 
States) 

miye power 

L.'í'áa®-; 

Ky.power) 

Physical and 
armed forcé 

Coercive institutions 
(especially the military, but 
also the pólice, carceral 
institutions, etc.) 

nbólic power 

Means of 
information and 
communication 

Cultural institutions (e.g. 
the Church, schools and 
universities, the media 
industries, etc.) 
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Table 1.1 summarizcs the four forms of power in rclation te; 
the resources on which they typically dcpend and the paradig-j 
matic institutions in which thcy are typically concentrated. This 
typology does not purport to be a comprehensive classification 
of forms of power and types of institution. Moreover, as I indi-; 
cated earlier, many actions will in practice draw on resources of 
various kinds, and many actual institutions will provide bases for 
differing forms of power: in the murky reality of social life, distindl 
tions are rarely clear-cut. Nevertheless, this typology provides a 
helpful framework for analysing social organization and social 
change. And, as I shall undertake to show in the following chajf 
ter, this framework can be used cffectively to analyse the institu 
tional transformations associated with the rise of moderi 


The Uses of Communication Media 

I have characterizcd communication as a distinctive kind of social 
activity which involves the production, transmission and reception 
of symbolic forms, and which involves the implementation Óf 
resources of various kinds. I now want to examine some of thési 
resources in more detail. I want to begin by considcring the natur 
of communication media and some of the uses to which thcy can 
be put. I shall then consider some of the skills, competcnces am 
forms of knowledge which are presupposcd by the use of commjjf 
nication media. 

In producing symbolic forms and transmitting them to othef 
individuáis gcnerally employ a technical médium. The technic; 
médium is the material substratum of symbolic forms - that is, t|| 
material ciernen ts with which, and by means of which, informSt 
tion or symbolic content is fixed and transmitted from producer to 
receiver. All proccsses of symbolic exchange involve a technical 
médium of some kind. Even the exchange of utterances in face-f|¡ 
face intcraction presupposes some material elements - the lary 
and vocal cords, air waves, ears and hearing drums, etc. - B 
virtue of which meaningful sounds are produced and received 
But the nature of the technical médium varíes greatly from one 
type of symbolic production and exchange to another, and m 
properties of different technical media both facilítate and circuml 
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loé the kinds of symbolic production and exchange which are 

HHHp*** 

m\ can examine these issucs further by distinguishing several 
Hffi aspeets or attributes of technical media. One attribute is 
üpte -technical médium generally allows for a certain degrec of 
mtyR’ of the symbolic form, that is, it allows the symbolic form 
p: fixed or preserved in a médium which has varying degrees of 
Kbility. In the case of conversation - whether face-to-face 
Sversation or that transmitted by technical media such as loud- 
telephones - the degree of fixation may be very low or 
petively non-existent; any fixation that does occur may be de- 
Wént on the faculty of memory rather than on the distinctive 
gSérties of the technical médium as such. But in other cases, 
fflj||writing on parchmcnt or paper, carving in wood or stone, 
jfitving, painting, printing, filming, recording, etc., there may 
g relatively high degree of fixation. The degree of fixation 
gSnds on the specific médium employed - a message carvcd in 
!||: for example, will be more durable than one written on 
Bfcynent or paper. And just as different media allow for differ- 
ftegrees of fixation, so too they vary in the extern to which they 
BREa fixed message to be altered or revised. A message written 
PlP '-fe more susceptible to alteration than one written or 
llp in ink, and an utterance rccorded on tape is more difficult 
Bénouncc than words cxchangcd in the flux of day-to-dav 

^EBÜf 

ffiwtue of the capacity for fixation, technical media are able to 
■■‘information or symbolic content. Henee technical media 

■ líe regarded as differing kinds of Information storage mecha- 
y which are able, to differing degrees, to preserve informa- 
Pr symbolic content and makc it availablc for subsequent use. 
Rhnical media, and the information or symbolic content stored 
peto, can thus be used as a resourcc for the excrcise of different 
gas of power. It seems likely that the carliest forms of writing - 
|p¡ developed by the Sumerians and ancient Egyptians around 
00 IfC - were used primarily for the purposes of recording 
||miation relevant to the ownership of property and the conduct 
¡¡lele A The development of economic activity in later historical 
B|s>'such as late medieval and early modem Europe, dc- 
gged'erucially on the availability of various means of recording 
gprotecting information conceming the production and ex- 
pge of goods. Morcover, the exercise of power by political and 
pious authorities has always bcen closely linked to the collation 
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and control of information and communication, as exemplified b 
the role of scribes in earlier centuries and the role of diver 
agencies - from organizations compiling official statistics to publi; 
relations officers - in our societies today. 

A second attribute of technical media is that they allow for 
certain degree of reproduction. By ‘reproduction’ I mean the capa 
city of a technical médium to allow for the production of multif 
copies of a symbolic form. With some kinds of technical medí 
such as stone carvings, the degree of reproducibility may be ve 
low: it would require a great deal of effort to produce, in |L 
médium of stone itself, múltiple copies of a symbolic form cary¡¡ 
in stone. The development of systcms of writing and techni 
media like parchment and paper increased significantly the reprc 
ducibility of symbolic forms. Throughout the Middle Ages sen® 
werc employed in considerable numbers to reproduce texts of 
religious, literary and philosophical kind. But the decisive deveil 
opment in this regard was the invention of the printing presi 
which allowed written messages to be reproduced on a scale Ij 
with a speed that had not been possible previously. Similar!? 
development of lithography, photography, the gramophone 
the tape recorder were significant not only because they alloy¡ 
visual and acoustic phenomena to be fixed in a durable medi 
but also because they fixed those phenomena in a médium !tj 
enabled them in principie to be reproduced. 

The reproducibility of symbolic forms is onc of the key chafi| 
teristics that underlies the commercial exploitation of techrii 
media of communication. Symbolic forms can be ‘commodifiet 
that is, turned into commodities which are bought and sold in 
market; and a principal means of commodifying symbolic fomlf 
to develop ways of augmenting and controlling the capacity 
reproduction. Many of the major innovations in the media ind 
tries - such as the introduction of Koenig’s steam press in>l[| 
and the rotary printing press in 1848 - were directly conce 
with increasing reproductivc capacity for commercial purpdj¡ 
But the commercial viability of media organizations also depe 
on the fact that they are able to excrcise some degree of cotí 
over the reproducibility of a work. Henee the protection of ‘co 
right’, or the right to reproduce, license and distribute a work 
of crucial significance for the media industries. In terms of 
origins and its principal beneficiaries, the development of cop 
right law had less to do with safeguarding the rights of autho 
than with protecting the interests of printers and bookseUer$¿|T 
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éat deal to lose from the unauthorized reproduction of 
other printed material. 10 

é reproductive capacity of technical media lends itself 
ercial exploitation, it also has far-reaching implications 
otion of an ‘original’ or ‘authentic’ work. 11 The fact that 
ál or authentic work is not a reproduction becomes an 
ly imjportant feature of the work; and as the reproduc- 
bólic forms becomes more pervasive, the non-repro- 
haracter of the original work becomes an increasingly 
X factor in determining the valué of the work in the 
or symbolic goods. Of course, with the development of 
s of printing and photography, it becomes possible to 
uitipíe copies or replicas of original works. But these 
é not the same as the original, precisely because they are 


ai 

.'j 

is 


and they therefore command a much lower valué in the 
ir symbolic goods. 

er, many reproduced symbolic forms are not reproduc- 
en original work at all. Rather, the work consists of the 
r reproductions that are produced. As controlled repro- 
becomes increasingly central to the process of production 
e notions of originality and authenticity are gradually 
art from the idea of uniqueness. So, for example, in the 
ooks, what typically become collectors’ Ítems are not 
éxts but rather first editions, which comprise all the copies 
d in the first printing of a work. Similarly, films and 
fecordings are always produced in múltiple copies, and all 
áve roughly comparable status (provided that they are all 
quality or ‘high fidelity’). Thus, whereas the economic 
on of works of an is generally based on the uniqueness of 
(and on the defence of this uniqueness from the claims 
¡and pretenders), the commercial exploitation of books, 
‘ecordings, etc., is based on the capacity to produce the 
ultiple copies and to control this reproductive process in 
jjjlH ay. 

ijaspect of technical media is that they allow for some 
>f space-time distanciation. Any process of symbolic ex- 
jenerally involves the detachment of a symbolic form from 
xt of production: it is distanccd from this context, both 
latid temporally, and re-embedded in new contexts which 
located at different times and places. I shall use the 
on ‘space-time distanciation’ to refer to this process of 
ng. 12 All forms of communication involve some degree of 
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spacc-time distanciation, some degrce of movement 
space and time. But the extent of distanciation vanes greatlyl 
depending on the circumstances of communication and on ih(| 
type of technical médium employed. 

In the case of face-to-face conversation, there is relatively littl^ 
space-time distanciation. The conversation takes place in a conj 
text of co-presence: the participants in the conversation are physíl 
cally present to one another and they sharc a similar set (or ver| 
similar sets) of spatial-temporal referents. The uttcrances exl 
changed in the conversation are generally availablc only to th^j 
interlocutors, or to individuáis located in the immediate proxim¡ 
ity, and the utterances will not endure beyond the transient mo| 
ment of their exchange or the fading memory of their contení. | 

The supplcmentation of specch by technical media of varioii| 
kinds can endow it with extended availability in space or time c| 
both. By amplifying spcech, a loudspeaker can make utterancej 
available to individuáis who are beyond the reach of ordinar| 
conversation: the utterances acquire extended availability iij 
space, although their temporal durability remains limited to th^ 
moment of their exchange. By using other technical media, 1|J 
tape recorders or various forms of inscription, utterances can m 
given extended availability in time. A message that is recordéM 
inscribed can be preserved for subsequent occasions; it can bf 
played back or read by individuáis located in other context^ 
which may be remóte in time and space from the original contexi 
of production. 

By altcring the spatial and temporal conditions of commuS 
tion, the use of technical media also altcrs the spatial and temporal 
conditions under which individuáis cxercise power. 13 Individq|| 
are able to communicate across spatial and temporal distance| 
and henee are able to act and interact at a distance. They may b| 
able to intervene in and influence the course of events which tal?| 
place in locales that are spatially and tcmporally remóte. The us| 
of technical media provides individuáis with new ways of organizó 
ing and controlling space and time, and new ways of using spacj 
and time for their own ends. The devclopment of new technicáj 
media may also have a profound impact on the ways in whidj 
individuáis cxperience the spatial and temporal dimensions. ol 
social life. We shall pursue these implications in more detail;la||| 

Finally, let us considcr briefly the kinds of skills, competencetjm 
forms of knowledge which are involved in using technical mediáj 
The use of a technical médium generally presupposcs a process c¡ 
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^glhí 'that is, it involves the use of a set of rules and 
pires for encoding and decoding information or symbolic 
^individuáis who employ the médium must have a mas- 
pleast to some extent, of the relevant rules and procedures. 
|fi'3 mastery of these rules and procedures is not necessarily 
abie to formúlate them in a clear and explicit fashion; rather, 
||be able to use them in practice, to know how to go on, 
||genstein would say. We are rarely called on to formúlate 
piles and procedures explicitly, but we are required to use 
jjj|ractically every time we employ a technical médium of 
faication. 

|©nsidering the kinds of skills and compctences involved in 
p'technical médium, it is important to distinguish between 
¡llquired in order to encode information or symbolic con- 
¡fnd those required in order to decodc the message. In 
gjí^these skills and competences may go together or overlap 
gSñsiderable extent (for instancc, someone who knows how to 
^particular language will also generally be able to read it). 
píse skills do not coincide and they may, on occasion, 
plignificantly. Most individuáis who watch a televisión pro- 
¡p for example, are ablc to make some sense of the pro- 
pe 1 even though they may know relatively littlc about how 
Kmme is produced. 

¡|n individuáis encode and decode messages, they employ 
ííy the skills and competences required by the technical 
Sin, but also various forms of knowledge and background 
fptions which comprise part of the cultural resources they 
jabear on the process of symbolic exchange. These forms of 
pjge and background assumptions shape the ways they 
|tand the messages, how they relate to them and how they 
|te them into their lives. The process of understanding is 
jj$$h interplay between encoded messages and situated Ínter- 
in ¡ and the latter al ways bring an array of cultural resources 
Ikon this process. Again, we shall retum to this issue below. 


mmdme Characteristics of e Mass Communication 3 

^^Mve-been considering some of the attributes of techni- 
communication and some of the uses to which they 
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can be put. I have been using the phrase ‘technical mediumi 
communication’ in a general way, to refer to the material elemeni 
by means of which information or symbolic content is fixed ani 
transmitted. But when we use the term ‘communication medi¡ 
we often think of a more specific set of institutions and product 
we think of books, newspapers, televisión and radio programe^ 
films, tapes, compact dises and so on. That is, we think ofa.scji 
institutions and produets which are commonly subsumed unds 
the label ‘mass communication’. But what is ‘mass communiej 
tion’? Is this a term to which we can give a clear and cohjjjn 
sense? 

It has often been noted that ‘mass communication’ is an m 
licito us phrase. The term ‘mass’ is espccially misleading. It coi 
jures up the image of a vast audiencc comprising many thousantj 
even millions of individuáis. This may be an accurate image in 
case of some media produets, such as the most popular modec 
day newspapers, films and televisión programmes; but it is hard 
an accurate representation of the circumstance of most méd 
produets, past or present. During the early development of tj 
periodical press, and in some sectors of the media industries tod 
(for instance, some book and magazine publishers), the audienq 
were and remain relatively small and specialized. So if the ter 
‘mass’ is to be used, it should not be construed in narros 
quantitative terms. The important point about mass communic 
tion is not that a given number of individuáis (or a specifial 
proportion of the population) receives the produets, b, 
rather that the produets are available in principie to a pluralityí 
recipients. ■ í|¡| 

There is another respect in which the expression ‘mass’ may! 
misleading. It suggests that the recipients of media produets co 
stitute a vast sea of passive, undifferentiated individuáis. This ísí 
image associated with some earlier critiques of ‘mass culture’ á 
‘mass society’, critiques which generally assumed that the dev< 
opment of mass communication has had a largely negative imp.a 
on modem social life, creating a kind of bland and homogeneq 
culture which entertains individuáis without challenging thei 
which absorbs their attention without engaging their critical fací 
ties, which provides instant gratification without questioning i 
grounds on which that gratification is based. This traditionajj 
of cultural criticism is not without interest; it has raised spj 
important issues which still deserve to be addressed today, alj| 
in a rather different fashion. But this critical perspective is aj 
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i-a, set of assumptions which are untenable, and which 
der an understanding of the media and their impact in 
World. We must abandon the assumption that the 
íf media produets are passive onlookers whose senses 
prmanently dulled by the continuous reception of 
ages. We must also abandon the assumption that the 
¡ception itself is an unproblematic, uncritical process 
ch produets are absorbed by individuáis, like a sponge 
:ater. Assumptions of this kind have little to do with 
haracter of reception activities and with the complex 
iph media produets are taken up by individuáis, inter- 
ém and incorporated into their lives. 

mass’ may be misleading in certain respeets, the 
tímeation’ may be as wcll, sincc the kinds of commu- 
erally involved in mass communication are quite dif- 
those involved in ordinary conversation. In the 
tive exchanges which take place in face-to-face inter- 
flow of communication is generally two-way: one 
b:s, another replics, and so on. In other words, the 
ítíve exchanges of face-to-face interaction are funda- 
alogical. With most forms of mass communication, by 
Jlpow of communication is overwhelmingly onc-way. 
te produced by one set of individuáis and transmitted 
rho are typically situated in settings that are spatially 
ally remóte from the original context of production. 
ecipients of media messages are not so much partners 
ocal process of communicative exchange but rather 
s in a structured process of symbolic transmission. 

1 generally speak of the ‘transmission’ or ‘diffusion’ of) 
sages rather than of ‘communication’ as such. Yet even ( 
ítüred circumstances of mass communication, recipi- 
some capacity to intervenc in and contribute to the 
content of the communicative process. They can, for 
rite letters to the editor, phone televisión companies 
their views, or simply refuse to purchase or rcceive the 
£qncemed. Henee, while the communicative process is 
lly. asymmetrical, it is not cntirely monological or 
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fiirther reason why the term ‘mass communication’ 
omewhat inappropriate today. We generally associate 
th certain kinds of media transmission - for example, 
usion of mass-circulation newspapers, with radio and 
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televisión broadeasting, and so on. Yet today wc secm to 
witnessing changes of a fundamental kind in the nature of ntí 
ated communication. The shift from analog to digital systemi 
information codification, combined with the development ofj 
Systems of transmission (including high-powcred satélite ¡ 
high-capacity cables), are creating a new tcchnical scenaric 
which information and communication can be handled in m 
flexible ways. We shall consider some of these development: 
more detail at a later stage. Here I shall simply note that, if 
term ‘mass communication’ is misleading as a descripti 
the more traditional forms of media transmission, then it 
particularly ill-suited to the new kinds of information and 
munication network which are becoming increasingly cor 
today. 

In view of these considerations, the term ‘mass communicá 
should be used with a good deal of circumspection. I shall g 
ally use other terms - such as ‘mediated communication’ or, : 
simply, ‘the media’ - which are less laden with misleadit 
sumptions. Nevcrtheless, we should not let these conceptu 
ficulties obscure the fact that, through a series of his' 
devclopments which can be documented quite precisely, 
range of communicative phenomena emerged. In so far as 
the term ‘mass communication’, I shall use it to refer t 
interrelated set of historical developments and commu 
phenomena. What wc now describe rather loosely as ‘mas 
munication’ is a range of phenomena that emerged hist 
through the development of institutions seeking to expl 
opportunities for gathering and recording information, fot 
ducing and reproducing symbolic forms, and for trans 
information and symbolic content to a plurality of recip 
retum for some kind of financial remuneration. 

Let me be more precise: I shall use the term ‘mass comm 
tion’ to refer to the institutionalized producúon and generalizet 
sion of symbolic goods via the fixation and transmission of inft 
'or symbolic content. I shall unpack this account by elabora' 
five characteristics: the tcchnical and institutional means 
duction and diffusion; the commodification of symboli 
the structured break betwecn production and reccption; 
tended availability of media produets in time and space; 
public circulation of mediated symbolic forms. Not all 
characteristics are unique to what wc would cali ‘mass co 
catión’. But together they highlight a set of fcatures w 
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market. By virtue of economic valorization, symbolic foi 
constituted as commodities: they become objects which e 
bought and sold in a market for a pricc. I sha II refcr tó 
modified symbolic forms as ‘symbolic goods’. 

Mass communication typically involves the commodificag 
symbolic forms in the scnse that the objects produced by||| 
institutions are symbolic forms subjectcd, in one way or an 
to the process of economic valorization. The modes of valo 
symbolic forms vary greatly, depending on the technical 
and the institutional ffamcworks within which they are deplo 
The commodification of some printed materials, such as b 
and pamphlets, relies largely on the capacity to produce anc 
múltiple copies of the work. Other printed materials (newsjjr 
for instance) combine this mode of valorization with other mo 
such as the capacity to sell advertising space. In the case of 4 
and televisión broadeasting, the sale of air-time to advertiséí|] 
played an important role in some national contexts as a me 
economic valorization. In other national contexts the recipien 
radio and televisión programmes have been charged dir 
(through a licence fee) or indirectly (through taxation) -kS 
right to reccive broadeast material. Recent technological deve 
ments associated with cable and satellite transmission havéf 
ated new opportunitics for economic valorization, such á 
payment of subscription fees or the use of credit cards w 
enable viewers to decode scrambled messages. 

Of course, the commodification of symbolic forms is not 
to mass communication. Thcre are other kinds of symbolic f(f 
such as paintings and other works of art, which are rou 
subjected to the process of economic valorization. The deve 
ment of a market for works of art - the art galleries, ah¡ 
houses, etc. - can be seen as the development of a set of in; 
tions which govem the economic valorization of works of art 
within which thesc works can be bought and sold as comino 
The more symbolic valué has been ascribed to these works 
their producers, that is, the more they are regarded as 
works’ and ‘great artists’, the greater the price, generally spe 
for which the works change hands in the art market. So the 
industries are not the only institutions conccmed with th 
nomic valorization of symbolic forms. But in the moderri 
they are certainly among the most important of these institu 
and those most likely to impinge on the day-to-day livesoj 
individuáis. 
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iharacteristic of mass communication is that it insti- 
Ctured break between the production of symbolic 
ejr reception. In all types of mass communication, 
|p|lduction is generally sepárate from the context or 
ion. Symbolic goods are produced in one con- 
Óntexts (namely, the institutions which form the 
filies) and transmitted to recipients located in contexts 
istant and diverse (such as the varied settings of 
eholds). Moreover, unlike many other cases of 
on involving a separation of contexts, in the case of 
nication the flow of messages is, as I noted earlier, 
tly one-way. The context of production is not also (or 
g.iektent) a context of reception, ñor are the contexts 
so (or to the same extent) contexts of production. 
W of messages is a structured flow in which the 
jSpÉío intervene in or contribute to the process 
Ss strictly circumscribcd. 

eristic of mass communication has important im- 
rocesses of production and reception. On the side 
it means that the personnel involved in producing 
media messages are generally deprived of the 
ous forms of feedback characteristic of face-to- 
n. Henee the processes of production and transmis- 
cterized by a distinctive kind of indeterminacy> since 
Ssés take place in the absence of cues provided by 
ompare the difference between a speech delivered to 
■ffiRlíence, which can express approval or disap- 
fghing, clapping or remaining silent, and a speech 
televisión camera.) Of course, media personnel have 
ariety of techniques to cope with this indeterminacy, 
se of well-tried formulae which have a predictablc 
eal (such as televisión series and film sequéis) to 
ch and the regular monitoring of audience size and 


■ '■'Mi 


M 


¡HS of reception, the structured break implies that the 
^ínediated messages are, so to speak, left to their own 
ipients can make of a message more or less what they 
lehproducer is not there to elabórate or to correct 
derstanding. It also implies that recipients are in a 
unequal position with regard to the communicative 
ey are, by the very nature of mass communication, 
¿ners in the process of symbolic exchange. Compared 
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with the individuáis involved in thc processes of producn||| 
transmission, thc rccipients of mcdiated messagcs have relati 
little powcr to determine thc topic and content of communicaí 
But this does not imply that they are powerless, ñor does it in 
that they are simply the passive spectators of a show over wl 
thcy have little or no control. 

A fourth characteristic of mass communication is that it extí 
thc availability of symbolic forms in space and time. This cha 
teristic is closely connected to the previous one: since the ni 
institute a separation between contexts of production and i 
texts of reception, it follows that mediated messages are avail 
in contexts that are remóte from thc contexts in which they 1 
originally produced. They can be, and generally are, recaí 
individuáis who are far removed in spacc, and perhaps ais 
time, from the individuáis who produced them. The extei 
availability of mediated messages is a feature which ha$>j 
reaching conscquences, and henee I shall discuss this featuí 
more detail below. Once again, the extended availability of| 
bolic forms is not unique to mass communication. All symí 
forms, simply by virtue of being exchanged between indi] 
who do not occupy identical positions in space and time, iriV 
some degree of space-timc distanciation. But with the devé 
ment of institutions oricntcd towards thc large-scale produsj 
and generalized diffusion of symbolic goods, the extended a 1 
ability of symbolic forms becomcs a much more significante 
pervasive social phenomenon. Information and symbolic cóá 
are made available to more individuáis across larger expansí 
space and at greater speeds. The extended availability of sym 
forms becomes both more pronounced and more routine,í§ 
sense that it becomcs increasingly taken for granted as a ro? 
feature of social life. 

This brings us to a fifth characteristic of mass communicá 
it involves the public circulation of symbolic forms. The proá 
of the media industries are available in principie to a plural? 
recipients. They are produced in múltiple copies or transmite 
a multiplicity of receivers in such a way that they are availaíj 
principie to anyone who has the technical means, abilities 
resources to acquire them. In this rcspect, mass communi© 
differs from forms of communication - such as telephone c($ 
sations, teleconferencing, or prívate video recordings of val 
kinds - which employ thc same technical media of fixatiofl 
transmission but which are oriented towards a single or h 
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pf recipients. The line to be drawn here is not 
||e distinction may be increasingly blurred in the 
^y the deployment of new communication tech- 
SUów for more personalized Services. Neverthelcss, 
Jeí of mass communication as it has developed 
: products are available in principie to a plurality of 
if in fact, for a variety of reasons, these producís 
bng á relatively small and restrictcd sector of the 


m 
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■óf the producís of mass communication has 
iKcátions for the ways in which wc think about the 
|éen the public and prívate domains. The fact that 
are available in principie to a plurality of recipi- 
ipfchey have an intrinsically public character, in the 
$fre ‘open’ or ‘available to the public’. 'ITie content 
^ges is thereby rendered public, that is, made visible 
|!¡ío a multiplicity of individuáis who may be, and 
¡áttered across diverso and dispersed contexts. The 
tínica tion media on the naturc of the ‘public 
Jjpne relation between public and prívate domains, 
íAvill be explored in detail in later chapters. 


mm é. Reordering of Space and Time 


liérhow the use of technical media of communica- 
¡¡ií&spatial and temporal dimensions of social life. By 
Iduals to communicatc across extended stretches of 
jj¡iie use of technical media enablcs individuáis to 
évspatial and temporal boundaries characteristic of 
fcteraction. At the same time, it cnables individuáis to 
jptial and temporal features of social organization, 
jgfeTéordered features as a means of pursuing their 
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Ipiedia have a bearing on the spatial and temporal 
gíife, but the development of telecommunication 
jthe second half of the nineteenth century was par- 
iárít in this regard. Prior to thc advent of telecom- 
e ¿extensión of availability of symbolic forms in 
¡¡liréquired their physical transportation: with a few 
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notable exceptions (for instance, semaphore), significan^ 
distanciation could be achieved only by transporting symb 
forms from onc place to another. But with the developmen 
early forms of telccommunicacion, such as the telegraph 
telephone, significant spatial distanciation could be achie 
without physically transporting symbolic forms, and henee n 
out incurring the temporal delays involved in transportadas 
advent of telecommunication thus resulted in the irncouplm 
space and time, in the sense that spatial distanciation no loi 
required temporal distanciation. Information and symbolic i 
tent could be transmitted over vast distances with relatively 1 
delay; once the transmission wires had been installed, messs 
could be rclayed in little more than the time required to enb 
and decode the information. Spatial distanciation was gre 
enhanced, while temporal delays were virtually eliminated. i 
The uncoupling of spacc and time prepared the way for ano 
transformation, closely linked to the devclopment of j t 
communication: the discovery of despatialized simultanéuM 
earlier historical periods the cxpericnce of simultaneity - thati 
cvents occurring ‘at the same time’ - presupposed a specific ío 
in which the simultaneous events could be experienced by 
individual. Simultaneity presupposed locality; ‘the same i 
presupposed ‘the same place’. But with the uncoupling ofj 
and time brought about by telecommunication, the experieni 
simultaneity was detached írom the spatial condition of coiri 
locality. It became possiblc to cxpericnce cvents as simultarf 
despite the fact that they occurred in locales that were spaj 
remóte. In concrast to the concreteness of the here and now,i 
emerged a sense of ‘now’ which was no longer bound to a par 
lar lócale. Simultaneity was extended in space and became 
mately global in scopc. ¿ 

The transformations of spacc and time brought about in pa 
the devclopment of new communication technologies, and ip 
by the devclopment of quicker means of transport, gare n 
increasingly acute problems of space-time coordination, prob 
that were evcntually resolved through a series of convennoí 
the standardization of world rime. 1 ' Until the mid-nineti 
century, each city, town or village had its own standard of: 
therc was a plurality of local times which were not coordii 
with one another. But with the development of mail-coacltj 
ices in the late cightecnth century and the construction $ 
railways in the early ninetcenth, there was growing pressui 
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¡¡Pifión of time reckoning on a supralocal level. The 
Hjppie standardized railway timetablc, based on 
|j|?n Time, gradually led to the adoption of GMT as 
BBf dard of rime throughout Britain. The task of 
gtihic teckoning on a larger territorial scale gave rise 
pñs wh ich were resolved through the introduction of 
p!|Mpp£ Time zones were initially cstablished on the 
llpjB bontinent in the 1870s and early 1880s, and in 
temational Meridian Conference was convened in 
for the purpose of establishing a global System 
^^ízation of time. The world was divided into 24 
Kzblnes and an intemational date line was estab- 
P a fSHfc e was agreed to be the 1 80th meridian at the 
Bftjsst and west of Greenwich; travellers Crossing it 
illffday, while those Crossing it westwards lose a day. 
ffihé ; ’ : standardized system of world time provided a 
^Ihe coordination of local times and for the organi- 
|||fks-of communication and transport. 

of new media of communication and new 
Kpbrt also affected the ways in which individuáis 
pppatial and temporal characteristics of social life. 
Bftíón of world time was accompanied by a growing 
gjiersonal experience of time and space, of speed and 
^Rfcof the uncoupling of spacc and time. This 
HBp&ession in the art and literature of the late 
Bl#éarly twentieth centuries, (rom Proust and 
ijgébs Joyce, from cubism and futurism to surreal- 
BB¡p$frd artistic impact of these developments has 
perceptively by Stephen Kem, Marshall Berman 
wish to consider in a more general fashion 
liipys in which the development of communica- 
^páffected the sense of space and time of ordinary 

¡IpéVelopment of the media industries, most pcople’s 
jljpt/ and of distant places was shaped primarily 
Ribólic contení exchanged in face-to-face interac- 
^g(pSstories played a central role in forming people’s 
Wmm á of the world beyond their immediatc locales. 
Igfflthe sense of the past and the sense of distant 
raá>íhe sense of the spatially delimited and histori- 
communities to which they belonged, were con- 
ifely by oral traditions that were produced and 
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handed down m the bolic forms has gradually 

increasing availability of ;di 1 J acpuire a sense of the past 
altcred the ways ín which mo P JLjau^milieu. The role of oral 
and of the worid beyon ci traditions were supple- 

Te" ñr^lme'rxtent’reconstituted, by the diffusion of 

me T te P d r " m ent of — i 

what we may descnbe “ a w ™ ys in wh ich the past impinges on us, 
past, and our sense of ' , an e ver expanding res-, 

today, become mcreasmgly individua ls in Western 

ervoir of mediated ^ ° d . - r scnse 0 f the major events of the 
societics today have den ^ twentieth century (the tw| 

past, and even the ma,or ^" ¡Jf ^ Holocaust, etc.), P™nd 
world wars, the Russian R > televisión programroes. As , 

rily from books, newspapers, fil becomes less ana 

events recede ^kerstanding of these j 

less likely that individuáis will d ^ ^ personal expcncnc; i 
events from personal ex P«" c ’ h dcd down to them throuj 
of others whose accounts are face-to-face interac- 

«on cominue to play imp. orran . con , u n«ion with a proal 

created what we could SD here of our personal expen- 

the worid which '>es beyond dre sphere ol facreasi J 

ence, and our sense of our p The diffus ¡on of media prod, 

shaped by mediated s 5™ sense tQ cxpe rience events, obsem 
ucts enables us in a certa ti,at extends beyonc 

others and, in general, lcam The spa tial horizons o 

the sphere of our day-to-day éneo ex de £ for they are ffi 
our understanding are ere p h ys ically present at the place 

longerrestrictedbythenecdto phy ^ foundist heeS 

where the observed ^ nts ’ e “-; ° shaped by rac dia producís tol 
to which our sense oartfof the worid as a visitaj 

that, when we travel to dtstant pan e(Jcd by a set 0 fin¡¡ 

tourist, our lived expenence extended exposure to rcá 

and expectations acquired througfr exper ¡ence of dista 
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Ity or surprise often attests to the fact that our lived experience is 
preceded by a set of preconceptions derived, at least to some 
stentj from the words and images conveyed by the media. 

By altering their sense of place and of the past, the development 
)f communication media also has some bearing on individuáis’ 
nse of belonging - that is, on their sense of the groups and 
mmunities to which they feel they belong. The sense of belong- 
derives, to some extent, from a feeling of sharing a common 
gpry and a common lócale, a common trajectory in time and 
ace. But as our sense of the past becomcs increasingly depend- 
on mediated symbolic forms, and as our sense of the worid 
d our place within it becomcs increasingly nourished by media 
)ducts, so too our sense of the groups and communities with 
i we share a common path through time and space, a com- 
origin and a common fatc, is altered: we fcel ourselves to 
ng to groups and communities which are constituted in part 
igh the media. Wc shall retum to this phenomenon of ‘medi- 
sociality’ in Iater chaptcrs, where we shall consider some 
pies in detail. 

far we have been considering some of the ways in which the 
opment of communication media has altered individuáis’ 
f the past and of the worid beyond their immediate locales, 
us now consider a somewhat different issue. Our sense of 
nd time is closely linked to our sense of distance, of what is 
d what is far away; and our sense of distancc is shaped 
idly by the means at our disposal to move through space 
e. The means of transpon are clearly crucial in this regard. 
1 peasants in earlier centuries, London was much more 
án it is for country dwellers in Britain today. In the 
nth century, when roads were poor and the average speed 
drawn carriages in provincial regions was probably 
0 miles a day, a joumey to London from a county like 
ould have taken sevcral days; 20 today it can be done in 
>f hours. The means of communication also play a 
e in shaping our sense of distance. When communica- 
iependent on the physical transponation of messages, 
sense of distance was dependent on the time taken to 
yeen the origin and destination. As the speed of trans- 
¡ommunication increased, the distance seemed to di- 
t with the uncoupling of space and time brought about 
íunication, the sense of distance was gradually prised 
ts exclusive dependence on travel time. From then on, 
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the sense of distance was dependent on two variables - travel time 
and speed of communication - which did not necessarily coincide. 
The world was shrinking in both dimensions, but more quickly in 
onc than the other. 

It is this transformation in the sense of distance that underlies 
what has been aptly described as ‘space-nme compression’.- 1 With 
the devclopment of new mcans of transportation and communica- 
tion, coupled with the ever more intcnsive and extensivo expan- 
sión of a capitalist economy oriented towards the rapid tumover cf 
capital and goods, the signilicance of spatial barriere has deelined 
and the pace of social life has speeded up. Previously remóte parís 
of the world are drawn into global nctworks of interdependenct . 
Travel time is steadily reduced and, with the developmcnt et 
telccommunication, the speed of communication becomes virtu- 
ally instantaneous. The world seems like a smallcr place: no 
longcr a vast expanse of unchartered territories but a globe thor- 
oughly explored, carefully mapped out and vulnerable to the 
meddlings of human beings. 

We have yet to gain a clcar understanding of the impact of these 
transformations on the ways in which individuáis experience the 
fiow ofhistory and their place within it. In earlier forms of society, 
when most individuáis lived on the land and derived their subsist- 
ence from it, the experience of the flow of time was cióse.;, 
connected to the natural rhythms of the scasons and to the cvcles 
of birth and death. As individuáis were increasingly drawn into en 
urban, factory-based system of employment, the experience of the 
flow of time bccame increasingly linked to the time-keeping 
mechanisms required for the synchronization of labour and the 
organization of the working week. 22 As time was disciplined for 
the purposes of incrcasing commodity production, therc was 
certain trade-off: sacrificcs made in the present were exchangi 
for the promise of a better future. The notion of progress, elab 
rated in Enlightenment philosophics ofhistory and in evolutio 
ary social theories, was experienced in day-to-day life as the ga 
between past and present experience, on the one hand, and 
continuously shifting horizon of expectation associated with 
future, on the other. 23 

This way of experiencing the flow of time may be changi 
today. As the pace of life speeds up, the future no longer stretch 
out ahead of us like a promised land. The continuously shiftii 
horizon of expectation begins to collapse, as it runs up against 
future that repeatedly falls short of past and present expectation 
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It becomes more and more difficult to hold on to a linear concep- 
tion of history as progress. The idea of progress is a way of 
e colomzing the future, a way of subsuming the future to our 
Present plans and expectations. But as the shortcomings of this 
strategy become clearer day by day, as the fumre repeatedly 
confounds our plans and expectations, the idea of progress begins 
to lose its hold on us. 

It is too early to say whether this shift will continué and, if so 
what íts consequences will be. There can be no doubt that, thanks 
m part to the development of new forms of communication and 
transportation, our ways of experiencing space and time have 
fchangedin a quite profound manner. This will be a central theme 
m the chapters that follow. But how far the developments dis- 
cussed here have begun to reshape our experience of the flow of 
history and our place within it, our sense of the future and our 
orienta tion towards it: these are questions that I shall, for the most 
part, leave open. 




Communication, Appropriaiion and Everyday Life 


At several points m this chapter I have emphasized the importance 
of thinking about communication media in relation to the practi- 
eal social contexts in which individuáis produce and receive medi- 
ated symbolic forms. The neglect of these social contexts is a 
tendeney that can be found throughout the history of theoreticai 
renection on, and practical analyses of, the media. For instance, 
ander the influence of structuralism, semiotics and related 
onentations, a good deal of cultural criticism in recent years has 
aeen conccmed with the constitutive fcatures of ‘texts’ - not onlv 
:exts in the narrow sense of literary works, but texts in the broader 
of meaningful culmral forms, fforn films and TV pro- 
mes i to billboard ads and subway graffiti. 24 Therc is much to 
ined from a rigorous analysis of the constitutive features of 
texts . But any such analysis is, at best, a very pardal way of 
inmg cultura! phenomena (including literary texts). It is 
because the phenomena concemed are generally analysed 
tout considering in a systematic and detailed way the condi- 
s under which they were produced and receivcd. The texts are 
-rally analysed in and for themselves, without reference to the 
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the sense of distance was depcndent on two variables - travel? 
and spced of communication - which did not necessarilv coin< 
The world was shrinking in both dimensions, but more quick 
one than the othcr. 

It is this transformation in the sense of distance that undí 
what has been aptly described as ‘spacc-time compressióig|g 
the development of new means of transpon ation and commui 
tion, coupled with the ever more intensive and extensive ex 
sion of a capitalist economy oriented towards the rapid tumi» 
capital and goods, the signiftcance of spatial barriers has deq 
and the pace of social life has speeded up. Previously remóte* 
of the world are drawn into global networks of interdependí 
Travel time is steadily reduced and, with the developmej 
telecommunication, the speed of communication becomesí^ 
ally instantaneous. The world scems like a smaller plací 
longer a vast expanse of unchanered territorios but a globe? 
oughly explored, carefully mapped out and vulnerable tj 
meddlings of human beings. 

We have yet to gain a clear understanding of the impact of: 
transformad ons on the ways in which individuáis experieriij 
flow of history and their place within it. In earlier forms ofsíf 
when most individuáis lived on the land and derived their su 
ence from it, the expericnce of the flow of time was c| 
connected to the natural rhythms of the seasons and to 
ofbirth and death. As individuáis werc increasingly drawn i| 
urban, factory-based system of employment, the experience^ 
flow of time became increasingly linked to the time-k^ 
mechanisms required for the synchronization of labour an 
organization of the working week . 22 As time was discipline 
the purposes of increasing commodity production, there^ 
certain trade-off: sacrifices made in the present were exch¡ 
for the promise of a better future. The notion of progress,/* 
rated in Enlightenment philosophies of history and in evólj 
ary social theories, was cxperienccd in day-to-day life as tjj 
between past and present experience, on the one hand, a? 
continuously shifting horizon of expectation associated wij 
future, on the other . 23 ''^Si 

This way of experiencing the flow of time may be chí 
today. As the pace of life speeds up, the future no longer sffi 
out ahead of us like a promised land. The continuously sí 
horizon of expectation begins to collapse, as it runs up agí 
future that repcatedly falls short of past and present expectj 
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soré and more difficult to hold on to a linear concep- 
^Ks^rogress. The idea of progress is a way of 
way of subsuming the future to our 
Itahexpectations. But as the shortcomings of this 
|||ji^cleárer day by day, as the future repeatedly 
fpflfahs and expectations, the idea of progress begins 

gl^say whether this shift will continué and, if so, 
^|hüésvwill be. There can be no doubt that, thanks 
^g^lopment of new forms of communication and 
■fr^ways of experiencing space and time have 
««fjundmanner. This will be a central theme 
^Wátí'follow. But how far the developments dis- 
to reshape our experience of the flow of 
BBpfce within it, our sense of the future and our 
fe:ds it: these are questions that I shall, for the most 
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M phis chapter I have emphasized the importance 
¡pf communication media in relation to the practi- 
^y| ^í;.iyhich individuáis produce and receive medi- 
^Bft s^The neglect of these social contexts is a 
throughout the history of theoretical 
^^^^¿a&tical analyses of, the media. For instance, 
jpience of structuralism, semiotics and related 
Cultural criticism in recent years has 
gpvifh the constitutive features of ‘texts’ - not only 
literary works, but texts in the broader 
t cultural forms, from films and TV pro- 
^^tefeds and subway graffiti . 24 There is much to 
■H&o™ analysis of the constitutive features of 
analysis is, at best, a very partial way of 
^Bpphenomena (including literary texts). It is 
^^^|)henomena concemed are generally analysed 
■Blj& ltaí a systematic and detailed way the condi- 
■PP^were-produced and received. The texts are 
■BBfc ffiíid for themselves, without reference to the 
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aims and resources of those who produce them, on the one hand, 
or the ways in which they are used and understood by those who 
receive them, on the other. The producers and recipients slip out 
of sight, while the analyst or critic focuses on a cultural form 
which is, somewhat artificially, abstracted from the social condi- 
tions of its production, circulation and reception. 

Within the more empirical traditions of media research, the 
nature and role of recipients - or audiences - have been examined 
in considerable detail. Various research methods have been em- 
ployed to study factors such as the size and composition of audí- 
ences, the degrees of attention and comprehension displayed by 
recipients, the short-term and long-term ‘effects’ of exposure to 
media messages, the social and psychological ‘needs’ fulfilled by 
consuming media producís, and so on. 25 This research has pro- 
duced a good deal of interesting and important material. But there 
are certain shortcomings in much of this earlier research. One 
shortcoming is this: by seeking above all to measure and quantify 
audiences and their responses, much of the earlier research has 
tended to neglect what we could describe as the mundane character 
of receptive activity. By this I mean the fact that the reception of 
media producís is a routine, practical activity which individuáis 
carry out as an integral part of their everyday lives. If we wish to 
understand the nature of reception, then we must develop an 
approach which is sensitive to the routine and practical aspects of 
receptive activity. 

In recent years this type of approach has gained ground among ¡ 
media researchers. Some of the most insightful studies of recep- 
tion processes have used a variety of methods, including partici- 
pant observation, questionnaires and extended interviews, to 
probe in detail the conditions under which individuáis receive 
media producís, what they do with them and what sense they 
make of them. 26 These studies have firmly put to rest the idea that 
the recipients of media products are passive consumers; they have 
shown time and time again that the reception of media products 
is a much more active and Creative process than the myth of 
the passive recipient suggests. They have also shown that the 
ways in which individuáis make sense of media products vary 
according to their social background and circumstances, so that 
the same message may be understood in differing ways in different 
contexts. 

I shall draw on some of these studies in later chapters, but here 
I wish to dwell on the general theoretical implications of viewing 
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the reception of media products as a routine, practical activity. 
This orientation implies, in the first instance, that reception 
1 should be seen as an activity. not as something passive, but as a 
kind of practice in which individuáis take hold of and work over 
thé symbolic materials they receive. In the process of reception, 
individuáis make use of symbolic materials for their own pur- 
: poses, in ways that may be extremely varied but also relatively 
jfnidden, since these practices are not confined to a particular 
lócale. Whereas production ‘fixes’ symbolic content in a material 
substratum, reception ‘unfixes’ it and frees it up to the ravages of 
time.-' Moreover, the uses that recipients make of symbolic ma- 
terials may diverge considerably from the uses (if any) that the 

* producers of these materials had in mind. Even if individuáis may 
have relatively little control over the content of the symbolic 

* materials made available to them, they can use these materials, 

* rework and elabórate them in ways that are quite alien to the aims 
and intentions of the producers. 

This orientation also implies that reception is a situated activity: 
media products are received by individuáis who are always located 
in Specific social-historical contexts. These contexts are typically 
cháracterized by relatively stable relations of power and by differ- 
éntial access to accumulated resources of various kinds. The 
s í activity of reception takes place within these structured contexts 
and depends on the power and resources available to the potential 
recipients. One cannot generally receive televisión programmes, 
for instance, unless one has the means to acquire the necessary 
recciving equipment; and pattems of TV watching are commonly 
•v regulated in certain ways, refiecting broader relations of power 
: hetween members of the domestic unit. 28 And yet, while reception 
ÍS: always a situated activity, it is also an activity which enables 
(individuáis to take some distance from the practical contexts of 
their daily life. By receiving materials which involve a substantial 
degree of spatial (and perhaps also temporal) distanciation, indi- 
viduáis can lift themselves out of their life contexts and, for a 
moment, lose themselves in another world. 29 

The reception of media products should be seen, furthermore, 
as a routine activity, in the sense that it is an integral part of the 
■ regularized activities that constitute everyday life. The reception 
of media products overlaps and interlocks with other activities in 
|| complex ways, and part of the significance that particular kinds of 
reception have for individuáis derives from the ways in which they 
relate to other aspects of their lives. So, for instance, individuáis 
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may read newspapers to pass the time while travelling to work; put 
on the TV to case the monotony of making dinner or to pacify 
children; read a book to rclax and escape temporarily from the 
demands of daily life. The reception of media producís can also 
serve to order the daily schedules of their recipients. Individuáis 
may adapt their routines to fit in with the transmisión timetables 
of broadcasting organizations - for instance, regularly watch the 
nine o’clock news, or reserve a weekly time-slót to see the unfold- 
ing episodes of a series. It is this aspect of reception - its capacity j 
to impose order on daily routines - which is significantly attenu- 
ated by the use of video cassette recorders. By enabling recipients j 
to record broadeast material and play it back at a time which suits 
them (or ‘time-shift’, as this practice is commonly known), VCRs 
allow recipients to free themselves to some extern from the tempo- 
ral order imposed by broadcasting organizations and to intégrate 
the process of reception into routines which are determined by 
other demands and constraints. 

In addition to being a situated and routine activity, the recep- 
tion of media produets is a skilled accomplishment. It depends on a 
range of acquired skills and competences which individuáis deploy 
in the process of reception. These skills and competences are 
extremely diverse. We have noted already that different technical 
media generally require differing kinds of skills and competences 
on the part of those who use them. But it is also important to see 
that, as socially acquired attributcs, these skills and competences 
may vary in certain respeets from one group or class to another. 
and from one historical period to another. Thcy are attributes 
which are acquired through processes of leaming or inculcation, 
and these processes may be socially differentiated in certain re- 
speets, or differentially accessible to individuáis from differing 
backgrounds . 30 Once acquired, these skills and competences 
bccome part of the social make-up of individuáis and may be 
deployed so automatically that they are no longer recognized as 
complex, and often very sophisticated, social acquisitions. 

Finally, the reception of media produets is fundamentally a 
hermeneutic process. By this I mean that the individuáis who receive 
media produets are generally involved in a process of interpreta- 
tion through which they makc sense of these produets. Of course, 
the acquisition of media produets does not necessarily involve a 
process of interpretation in this sense: a book can be purchased 
and never read, just as a televisión set can be left on while no one 
is watching it. To acquire is simply to take into one’s possession, 
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in the way that one acquires other objeets of consumption like 
cloihes and cars. But the reception of a media product involves 
more than this: it requires some degree of attention and in- 
terpretative activity on the part of the recipient. The individual 
►who receives a media product must, to some extern, pay attention 
I to it (read, watch, look, listen, etc.); and, in so doing, the indi- 
vidual is commonly engaged in making sense of the symbolic 
content conveyed by the product. Different media typically allow 
¡jfbr, and require, differing degrees of attention, concentration and 
effort. Reading a book generally requires a good deal of concerted 
effort on the part of the reader, whereas a newspaper can be leafed 
through in a casual way, glancing at head-lines and occasionally 
| reading pertinent articles. Televisión can be watched with varying 
| degrees of attentiveness, from total absorption to intermittent 
observations which enable one to follow loosely the drift. 

If we regard the reception of media produets as a hermeneutic 
process, then we can draw on some of the insights of the 
| hermeneutic tradition to characterize this phenomenon. Interpre- 
tation, as Gadamer would say, is not a presuppositionless activity: 

; it is an active, Creative process in which the interpreter brings a set 
|óf assumptions and expectations to bear on the message which he 
?;br she seeks to understand . 31 Some of these assumptions and 
expectations may be personal, that is, unique to a particular 
individual from whose life history they stem. But many of the 
J assumptions and expectations that an individual brings to the 
process of interpretation are of a broader social and historical 
character. They are the common assumptions and expectations 
" that are shared by a group of individuáis who have broadly similar 
social origins and trajectories. They constitute a kind of implicit 
background knowledge which individuáis acquire through a 
£ gradual process of inculcation, and which provides them with a 
J framework for the interpretation and assimilation of what is new. 

Since the interpretation of symbolic forms requires an active 
contribution from the interpreter, who brings a certain framework 
to bear on the message, it folio ws that the ways in which a media 
product is understood may vary from one individual (or group of 
| individuáis) to another, and from one social-historical context to 
another. As with all symbolic forms, the ‘meaning’ of a message 
¡feonveyed by the media is not a static phenomenon, permanently 
J/fixed and transparent for all to see. Rather, the meaning or sense 
f of a message should be regarded as a complex, shifting phenom- 
enon which is continuously renewed, and to some extent trans- 
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formedj by the very process of reception, interpretation and re- 
interpretation. The meaning that a message has for an individual 
will depend to some extent on the framework that he or she brings 
to bear on it. Of course, there are some limits to this process; a 
message cannot mean anything, and an individual must have 
some knowledge of the rules and conventions in accordance with 
which a message is produced in order to make some sense of it (for 
instance, he or she must have a rudimentary knowledge of the 
language). But these limits are quite wide and they leave ampie 
room for the possibility that, from one individual or group of 
individuáis to another, and from one social-historical context to 
another, the message conveyed by a media product may be under- 
stood differently. 

The tradition of hermeneutics calis our attention to another 
aspect of interpretation which is relevant here: in interpreting 
symbolic forms, individuáis incorpórate them into their own un- 
derstanding of themselves and others. They use them as a vehicle 
for reflection and self-reflection, as a basis for thinking about 
themselves, about others and about the world to which they 
belong. I shall use the term ‘appropriation’ to refer to this 
extended process of understanding and self-understanding. To 
appropriate a message is to take hold of its meaningful contení 
and make it one’s own. 32 It is to assimilate the message and 
incorpórate it into one’s life - a process that sometimes takes place 
effortlessly, and sometimes involves delibérate application. In 
appropriating a message we adapt it to our own lives and life 
contexts. We apply it to a set of circumstances which, in the case 
of media producís, are generally different from the circumstances 
in which the message was produced. 

The appropriation of symbolic forms - and, in particular, of the 
messages conveyed by media producís - is a process that can 
extend well beyond the initial context and activity of reception. 
Media messages are commonly discussed by individuáis in the 
course of reception and subsequent to it; they are thereby elabo- 
rated discursively and shared with a wider circle of individuáis 
who may or may not have been involved in the initial process of 
reception. In this and other ways, media messages can be relayed 
beyond the initial context of reception and transformed through 
an ongoing process of telling and retelling, interpretation and 
reinterpretation, commentary, laughter and criticism. This pro- 
cess may take place in a variety of circumstances - in the home, on 
the telephone, in the workplace - and may involve a plurality of 
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V participants. It may provide a narrative framework within which 
^ individuáis recount their thoughts, feelings and experiences, inter- 
II weaving aspects of their own lives with the retelling of media 
gl messages and with their responses to the messages retold. 
g Through this process of discursive elaboration, an individuaPs 
understanding of the messages conveyed by media products may 
f' itself be transformed, as the message is viewed from different 
^ * angles, subjected to the comments and criticisms of others, and 
g gradually woven into the symbolic fabric of everyday life. 

In receiving and appropriating media messages, individuáis are 
1 also involved in a process of self-formation and self-understanding 
^^palbeit in ways that are often implicit and not recognized as such. 
|1 By taking hold of messages and routinely incorporating them into 
our lives, we are implicitly involved in constructing a sense of self, 
f ' a sense of who we are and where we are situated in space and time, 
f We are constantly shaping and reshaping our skills and stocks of 
IP knowledge, testing our feelings and tastes and expanding the 
l ”' horizons of our experience. We are actively fashioning a self by 
g ' means of the messages and meaningful content supplied by media 
products (among other things). This process of self-fashioning. is 
IIP not a sudden, once-and-for-all event. It takes place slowly, imper- 
^ppfeptibly, from day to day and year to year. It is a process in which 
g some messages are retained and others are forgotten, in which 
¡1 some become a basis for action and reflection, or a topic of 
¥/ conversation among friends, while others slip away from one’s 
t{ memory, lost amidst the continuous flow of images and ideas. 

To say that the appropriation of media messages has become a 
Jí meáns of active self-fashioning in the modem world is not to say 
f that it is the only means: clearly it is not. There are many other 
Ip forms of social interaction, such as those between parents and 
children, between teachers and students and between peers, 
t ; - which continué to play a fundamental role in this regard. Early 
f; processes of socialization in the family and the school are in many 
l'l ways decisive for the subsequent development of the individual 
¡1 and for his or her self-conception. But we must not lose sight of 
Jf? the fact that, in a world increasingly permeated by the products of 
Pjf- the media industries, a major new arena has been created for the 
§5 process of self-fashioning. It is an arena which is severed from the 
spatial and temporal constraints of face-to-face interaction and, 
jfc given the accessibility of televisión and its global expansión, is 
increasingly available to individuáis worldwide. 
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orientations - in’what some recent French historians would cali 
mentalités. Such changes, in so far as they have occurred, are 
certainly interesting and important; but they are also, by their very 
nature, elusive, varied and extremely complex. Changes that oc- 
cur in one región or class may not occur in another, or may occur 
in quite different ways, at quite different rates and with quite 
different consequences. Henee it becomes difficult to draw gen- 
eral conclusions about cultural change which stand a chance of 
being sustained in the face of varied and conflicting evidence. One 
need only consider the continuing debates over the secularization 
thesis - that is, the thesis that the development of modem indus- 
trial societies is accompanied by the decline in the role and rel- 
evance of religious belief - to convince oneself of the difficulty of 
trying to generalize about changes in valúes and beliefs. 

The argument I shall develop in this chapter is that, by shifting 
the focus of attention, we can discem a broad transformation in 
the cultural domain which is both more systematic and more 
clear-cut. If we focus in the first instance not on valúes, attitudes 
and beliefs, but rather on symbolic forms and their modes of 
production and circulation in the social world, then we shall see 
that, with the advent of modem societies in the late medieval and 
early modem periods, a systematic cultural transformation began 
to take hold. By virtue of a series of technical innovations associ- 
ated with printing and, subsequently, with the electrical codifica- 
tion of information, symbolic forms were produced, reproduced 
and circulated on a scale that was unprecedented. Pattems of 
communication and interacción began to change in profound 
and irreversible ways. These changes, which comprise what can 
loosely be called the ‘mediazation of culture’, had a clear institu- 
tional basis: namely, the development of media organizations, 
which first appeared in the second half of the fifteenth century and 
have expanded their activities ever since. By focusing on the 
activities and produets of these organizations, and by examining 
the ways in which their produets have been taken up and used by 
the individuáis who received them, we can gain a firm hold on 
the cultural transformations associated with the rise of modem 
societies. 

In this chapter I shall highlight some of the key aspeets of the 
mediazation of culture ffom the late fifteenth century to the 
present day. I shall begin by examining in more detail the main 
lines of institutional transformation characteristic of modem soci- 
eties. I shall then concéntrate on the development of printing and 
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How should we characterize the main institutional transforma- 
* tions which began to take place in Europe in the late Middle Ages 
and which have together shaped the contours of the modem 
world? In the previous chapter I distinguished four forms of power 
- economic, political, coercive and symbolic power - and related 
them to resources and institutions of various kinds. I now want to 
use this framework to analyse the institutional transformations 
associated with the rise of modem societies. I shall examine briefly 
the changing institutional forms of economic and political power. 
The institutional forms of coercive power will not be discussed in 
detail, but will be considered only in relation to the development 
of the modem State. I shall then focus on the social organization 
of symbolic power and on the ways in which it has changed over 
time. 

Let us begin with the economy . 1 The early medieval economy 
was predominantly an agrarian economy based on small-scalc 
productive units, such as the village and the manor. It was prima- 
rily a subsistence economy, although some surpluses were gener- 
ated and extensive trading networks existed. Peasants were 
comnionlv tied to the land, which they tilled but did not own, and 
a portion of their output was appropriated by the manor lord. 
Gradually, ffom about the eleventh century on, trade began to 
iéxpand significantly and towns grew in size and influence. Urban 
ímerchants, artisans and others were able to accumulate capital 
and use it for the purposes of increasing trade and commodity 
production. A new set of economic relations began to emerge, first 
in the towns and cines and then in the countryside, involving the 


Media and the Development of Modem Societies 47 

the periodical press in early modem Europe, highlighting some of 
the ways in which these developments altered the pre-existing 
networks of communication and the established relations of 
power. In this context I shall consider some arguments of a more 
theoretical character conceming the impact of print in the early 
modern period. I shall conclude by highlighting some of the major 
transformations in the media industries since the early nineteenth 
century, in a way that will prepare the ground for subsequent 
chapters. 


48 Media and the Development ofModem Societies 

increased use of money and extended networks of exchange. 
These new relations coexisted with traditional feudal relations for 
several centuries, as the European economy of the later Middle 
Ages underwent successive phases of expansión and contraction. 

By 1450 a distinctive system of commodity production and 
exchange had emerged in Europe and was rapidly expanding, in 
ternis of both output and geographical scope. The main charac- 
teristics of this new capitalist system are well known: as prívate 
individuáis accumulated capital, they used it to provide the means 
and materials for commodity production, employing workers who 
were paid in wages; the final products were then sold at prices 
which exceeded the costs of production, enabling capitalists to 
generate a profit which they appropriated privately and, in some 
cases, reinvested in further production. By the end of the fifteenth 
century, capitalist enterprises were establishcd in the major trad- 

I ing centres of Europe, and in the coursc of the sixteenth and 
scventecnth centuries they expanded their activitics substantially. 
Trade within Europe increased and trading links were forged with 
other parts of the world, which, as Wallerstein and others have 
shown, were increasingly drawn into commcrcial relations with 
Europe. Cities such as Amstcrdam, and later London, became 
major centres of capital accumulation and cconomic power within 
a network of commcrcial relations that were becoming global in 
scope. 

The Industrial Revolution of the late cightecnth and carly nine- 
teenth centuries took place within the context of a capitalist eco- 
nomic system that had existed in Europe and clsewhcre for several 
centuries. By introducing a range of new methods of production - 
including the use of power machinery, the ramified división of 
labour within a factory system, etc. - the Industrial Revolution 
| greaüy augmented the productivo capacity of enterprises, usher- 

\ ing in the era of large-scale manufacturing industry. But these 

developmcnts occurred within a set of property and productivo 
relations that remained relatively stable. It was not until the twen- 
tieth ccntury that attempts would be made, initially in the Soviet 
Union and subscquently in China and elscwhere, to develop 
large-scale manufacturing industry (as well as agricultural produc- 
tion) within a fundamcntally different set of property and produc- 
tive relations, in which economic institutions were increasingly 
subordinated to the centralized power of the State. 

The modem State as we know it today - the ‘nation-state’ or 
‘national State’ - is a cluster of institutions whose distinctive form 
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emerged gradually from a lengthy process of State formation. 2 
Medieval Europe was characterized by a large number of political 
units of varying size and strength, from relatively small city-states 
and urban federations to larger and more powerful kingdoms and 
principalities. In terms of political organization, medieval Europe 
was highly ffagmented; as late as 1490 there were as many as 500 
state-like entities in Europe. Five centuries later, the number of 
sovereign political units in Europe had been dramatically reduced, 
to around 25 States. The mechanisms by which this process of 
consolidation and centralization occurred have been well analysed 
by Charles Tilly. 3 There were, in Tilly’s view, two key factors. On 
the one hand, rulers built up the means for exercising coercive 
- power - primarily the means for waging war against extemal rivals 
and warding off extemal threats, but also the means for suppress- 
ing intcmal revolts and maintaining order within the territorios 
over which they elaimed jurisdiction. On the other hand, in order 
to build up the means for exercising coercive power, rulers had to 
develop ways of extracting resources, including men, equipment 
and capital, from their subject populations. These resources were 
rarely yiclded willingly, and henee rulers had to develop increas- 
ingly effcctive means of taxation and administration, backed up by 
• " the ability to apply forcé if necessary. As the scale of military 
conflict increased, those stares which could cxtract the resources 
to establish large standing armies, and to maintain them in a 
condition of war-readiness for extended periods of time, had a 
material advantage. They eventually bccame the key political 
units in an interlocking system of nation-states, each characterized 
by a centralized system of govcmment and administration, each 
claiming sovercignty over a clcarly defined territory, and each 
possessing the means to defend their claims by recourse to forcé if 
necessary. 

While European States were consolidating their control over 
contiguous territories on the European contincnt, some of the 
major European powers were also expanding their spheres of 
| ihfluence overseas. Foreign territories provided additional sources 
i ófrevenue for European States and were important trading part- 
: ners for the capitalist firms and merchants based in Europe. As 
1 the economic ¡mportance of overseas territories grew, the major 

E ropean powers devoted more of their resources to maintaining 
1 expanding their spheres of influence and to warding off 
eats from rivals. Systems of colonial administration were 
talled in many of these territories, forming the basis for the 
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subsequent development of political institutions which were mod- 
elled along European lines. The transformation of colonial temto- 
ries into independent nation-states, with their own clearly defined 
boundaries and sovereign institutions, was a process that would 
be slow and faltering, that would come relatively late in the history 
of the nation-state (not until the mid-twentieth century in many 
cases), and that would be an endemic source of tensión and 
conflict in the modera world. 

The intemal political organization of the emerging European 
States varied considerably over tíme, and from one región to 
another. In the period between the fifteenth and the eighteentíi 
centuries, a form of absolutism, or absolute monarchy, emerged in 
France, Austria, Prussia, Spain and elsewhere . 4 Absolutism was 
characterized by the growing concentration of power in the hands 
of the monarch, who undertook to exercise this power in a rela- 
tively uniform way over the whole territory of the State. This task 
was facilitated by the development of a permanent ccntralized 
bureaucracy and a standing army, dcvelopmcnts that werc par- 
ticularly marked in Prussia. The absolute monarch generallv 
claimed to be the solé human source of law, unaccountablc to 
representative assemblies and subject only to the law of God. But 
elsewhere in Europc - notably in England — the projcct of building 
an absolutist State never really took hold. For a variety of histoncal 
reasons, the English State devclopcd into a form of constitutional- 
ism in which the power of the monarch was tempered by a greater 
emphasis on the rule of law, the separation of powers and the role 
of opposition - both within and outside of Parliament. This em- 
phasis, together with the dramatic political upheavals of the late 
eighteenth century and the growing pressure for political partici- 
pation, helped to foster the development of the kind of liberal, s 
representative and multiparty democracy charactcristic of many 
twentieth-century States. 

lite formation of modem nation-states, whether in Europe or 
in other regions of the world, was interwoven in complex ways 
with the creatíon of symbols and sentíments of natlonal identin . 
The establishment of a strong State generally preceded the forma- 
tion of a strong sense of national identity within its boundaries - 
something which has, in any case, remained an elusive and deeply 
contcsted feature of modera political life. National identity' cou.d 
be roughly defined as a sense of belonging to a particular, 
territorially based nation or ‘homeland’, and of sharing a comir.cn 
set of rights, dutíes and traditions . 5 Since most modem States were 
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formed through the forceful incorporation of diverse populations 
into discrete territorial units, a clear and pervasive sense of 
national identity was rarely present in the carly phases of state- 
building. But the creation of a sense of national identity had 
advantages for political rulers: it could help to consolídate the 
nation-state, to counter tendencies towards fragmentation and to 
Imobilize support for military and other aims. It could be argued, 

; . moreover, that the emergence of a sense of national identity - and 
indeed of nationalrán, understood as the channelling of national 
.¡identity into the explicit pursuit of political objectives - was 
¡ closely linked to the development of new means of communica- 
gtion which enabled symbols and ideas to be expressed and dif- 
' fiised in a common language. We shall retum to this argument 
. later. But first we must consider more carefully the nature of 
syniboüc power and its transformation over time. 

■ In what ways did the social organization of symbolic power 
change with the advent of modem societies in late medieval and 
early modera Europe? There are two changes which have been 
i well discussed in the sociological and historical literature, One 
enceras the shifting role of religious institutions. In medieval 
lurope, the Román Catholic Church was a central institution of 
ymbolic power, holding a virtual monopoly on the production 
nd diffusion of religious symbols and on the inculcation of reli- 
ious belief. Following the collapse of the Román Empire, the 
.hurch continued to provide a loosc normative framework 
Chroughout Europe and establishcd a system of monastic schools 
.vhich specialized in teaching the skills of literacy and in transmit- 
as sacred knowledge. In the early phases of European State 
formation, alliances were commonly forged between religious and 
political élites. Bishops and abbots helped rulers to control their 
domains, and rulers appealed to religious doctrine to sustain their 
authority and legitímate their rule . 6 The papacy also provided 
¡orne degree of regulation and arbitration in interstate relations, 
lelping to restrain some rulers and to maintain a balance of 
power. But as European States grew in strength and developed 
iheir own specialized systems of administration, the Church bó- 
tame increasingly marginal to the exercise of political power. 
Poreover, with the advent of Protcstantism in the sixteenth cen- 
fpiy, the virtual monopoly of the Catholic Church was shattered. 
Religious authority became increasingly ffagmented among a plu- 
rality ofseets advocating distinctive lifestyles and claiming altema- 
e paths of access to scriptural truth. 
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The fragmentation of religious authority and its dcclining hold 
on political power was parallcled by a second shift: the gradúa: 
expansión of Systems of knowledge and lcaming that were essen- 
tially secular in charactcr. The sixteenth century wimessed a 
significant development of Sciences such as astronomy, botany 
and medicine. These emerging disciplines stímulatcd the forma 
tion of leamcd societies throughout Europe and found their way 
on to the curricula of the more liberal universities. As scientihc 
knowledge was gradually freed from the hold of religious tradi 
tion, so too the system of educaüon was prized apan from the 
Church. Schools and universities bccame increasmgly onented 
towards the transmission of a range of skills and forms of knov 
ledge, of which scriptural knowledge was merely a pan (and, in 
most cases, an increasingly diminishing one). Of course, access to 
the educational system was highly restricted throughout me eariy 
modem period; university students were almost exclusively the 
sons of urban elites, and a large proportion of the rural populación 
remained illiterate. It was not until the nineteenth century that 
comprehensivo Systems of education were introduced by manv 
European States, providing a set of nation-specific ffameworks for 
the inculcation of a range of basic skills, such as literacv in 
standardized national language. 

There was, however, a third important shift in the social organi- 
zaron of symbolic power which has generally received less atten- 
tion than the two just noted, even though it underpinned both to 
some extern: this was the shift from script to print and the subse- 
quent development of the media industries. It is to this develop- 
ment that we now tum. 


Communication, Commodification and the Advent 
of Printing 

The rise of the media industries as new bases of symbolic power 
is a process that can be traced back to the second half of ue 
fifteenth century. It was during this time that the techniques o. 
printing, originallv developed by Gutenbcrg, spread to urban 
centres throughout Europe. These tcchniques were exploited b> 
printing presses organized, for the most pan, as commercial enter- 
prises. Their success and continued survival generally depende,, 
on their capacity to commodify symbolic forms effectively. The 
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development of the early presses was thus part and parcel of the 
growth of a capitalist economy in late medieval and early modem 
Europe. At the same time, however, these presses became new 
bases of symbolic power which stood in ambivalent relationships 
/ith the political institutions of the emerging nation-states, on the 
he hand, and with those religious institutions which claimed a 
ertain authority with regard to the exercise of symbolic power, on 
he other. The rise of the printing industry represented the emer- 
gence of new centres and networks of symbolic power which were 
generally outside the direct control of the Church and the State, 
ut which the Church and the State sought to use to their advan- 
age and, from time to time, to suppress. 

The technical innovations which made possible the dcvelop- 
ent of printing are well known and it will sufficc to describe 
em very briefly here. The earliest forms of paper and printing 
ere developed in China, well before they became widespread in 
e West. 7 Textiles were broken down into libres, soaked in water 
d then matted into paper and dried. A writing brush made from 
airs and ink made from lampblack were used to inscribe an 
labórate system of ideographs involving several thousand charac- 
ers. By the third century ad, paper was widely used throughout 
hiña for writing and other purposes. The techniques of paper 
anufacture gradually spread westward and, from the eighth 
entury on, paper milis were established in Baghdad and Damas- 
s. Merchants brought paper into Europe, although it was not 
til the thirteenth century that European paper production be- 
an on a significant scale. In the period 1 268-76 the first Italian 
aper mili was established at Fabriano. Paper milis soon appearcd 
i other Italian cities, including Bologna, Padua and Genoa, and 
taly became a major source of supply for the rest of Europe. By 
ie middle of the fourteenth century, paper was in use throughout 
urope, providing a lightweight, smooth-textured and readily 
ailable médium of inscription which would prove ideal for the 
oses of printing. 

with paper, the techniques of printing were originally devel- 
in China. Block printing emerged gradually from processes 
bbing and stamping and was probably first used around 700 
proved methods were introduced during the Sung dynasty 
1280), including an early versión of movcable type. The 
ntion of moveable type is usually attributed to Pi Sheng who, 
tg the period 1041-8, used clay to make charactcrs which 
hardened in fire. 8 The methods of printing by means of 
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moveable type were developed further in Korea from the early 
thirteenth century on. The Koreans were the first to develop a 
form of moveable type made of metal, probably by adapting 
methods originally used for casting coins. Political authorities in 
Korea took a keen interest in type casting, printing and book 
manufacture; they established an Office of Publications which, by 
the fifteenth century, was responsible for a substantial output of 
printed materials. Although there is no direct evidence of the 
transfer of printing techniques from China and Korea to Europe, 
these methods may have spread with the diffusion of paper 
money, playing cards and books printed in China and with the 
gradual expansión of commercial and diplomatic contacts be- 
tween East and West. 9 Block prints began to appear in Europe in 
the latter part of the fourteenth century, and block-printed books 
appeared in- 1409. However, the developments commonly associ- 
ated with Gutenberg differed from the original Chínese method in 
two key respects: the use of alphabetic type rather than 
ideographic characters; and the invention of the printing press. 

Johann Gutenberg, a goldsmith from Mainz, began experi- 
menting with printing around 1440. 10 Techniques of metal casting 
were well known in Europe by the beginning of the fifteenth 
century, but they had not been adapted to the purposes of print- 
ing. Gutenberg developed a method for the replica-casting of 
metal letters, so that large quantities of type could be produced for 
the composition of extended texts. He also adapted the traditional 
screw press, known in Europe since the first century ad, to the 
purposes of manufacturing printed texts. By virtue of this combi- 
nation of techniques, a page of type could be composed, held 
together and handled as a single block; ink could then be applied 
to the block and paper pressed against it, in such a way that the 
paper took the imprint of the type. Although the technical details 
were subsequently refined in many ways, the basic principies of 
Gutenberg’s press remained in use for more than three centuries. 

By 1450 Gutenberg had developed his techniques far enough to 
exploit them commercially, and by 1455 several printing work- 
shops were operating in Mainz. The techniques of printing spread 
rapidly, as printers carried their equipment and their skills from 
one town to another. By 1480 presses had been set up in more 
than a hundred towns and cides throughout Europe and a 
flourishing book trade had emerged. Cides in Germany and Italy 1 
became particularly important publishing centres, but presses 
were also established in France, The Netherlands, England, Spain 
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and elsewhere. The output of these early presses was formidable, 
ébvre and Martin estímate that by the end of the fifteenth 
|ntury at least 35,000 editions had been produced, amounting to 
f least 15 or 20 million copies in circulation. 11 At this rime the 
ópulation in the countries where printing developed was less 
Sn 100 million, and only a minority could read. 

Most of the books - or ‘incunabula’, as they are sometimes 
áíléd - produced by the early presses were in Latín, and a 
gnificant proportion (about 45 per cent) were religious in char- 
etér. 12 These included many editions of the Scriptures (both in 
átin and in the vernacular), as well as books used for church 
Services and for prívate prayer, such as Books of Hours. The early 
presses also produced books of classical and medieval philosophy 
and theology, together with texts on law and scientific subjects, 
which were intended primarily for a university clientele. In pro- 
ducing these books, the early presses were building on and ex- 
’ariding a trade that had existed well before the advent of printing. 
Ihroughout the Middle Ages manuscript books had been pro- 
duced by scribes working in monastic scriptoria as well as by 
copyists working in a putting-out system for lay stationers, who 
supplied books to university faculties and mendicant orders. 13 The 
larly printers saw an existing market and developed a highly 
effective means of entering it. They produced printed books 
which initially looked very similar to copied manuscripts, and 
many booksellers sold both alongside one another. But gradually 
príntíng displaced the activities of scribes and copyists. Printed 
Shoks acquired their own distinctive format and appearance, types 
nd scripts became more uniform and the market for books ex- 
panded rapidly. 

J The early presses were, for the most part, commercial enter- 
prises organized along capitalist lines. Printers had to raise suffi- 
¡eiént capital to acquire the means of production - premises, 
presses, founts of type, etc. - and to purchase the paper and other 
raw materials necessary to produce books. Some of the early 
printers had enough assets to go into business on their own and 
operated effectively as publisher-printers, selecting material to 
print and taking the risks associated with it. Other printers re- 
qüired extemal financial backing. In some cases, they received 
hácking from private financiers, publishers and booksellers, who 
JgKbse the material to be printed and commissioned the printers; in 
óther cases, they were commissioned by the Church or the State to 
produce liturgical texts and official publications. Most printing 
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organiza tions remained relatively small-scale throughout the early 
modem period. In seventeenth-century Paos, for tnstance, most 
workshops had fewer than four presses and ten workmen. But 
some larger organizations did emerge. Antón Koberger of Nurem- 
berg developed a substantial publishing orgamzation which, by 
the early sixteenth century, had 24 presses and about 100 work- 
men, as well as an extensive commercial network embracmg the 
most important trading centres of Europe. Plantin of Antwerp 
formed a syndicate of publishers in 1563 and built up a large 
and powerful publishing organization, gammg a virtual monopoly 
on the sale of liturgical texts throughout the Spantsh Habsburg 

The printing and publishing organizations that emerged in early 
modem Europe were cultural as well as economic institutions. 
This janus-faced character was reflected in the distincttve atmos- 
phere of many of the early publishing houses, which were not only 
businesses but also meeting places for cienes, scholars and inte - 
lectuals, Moreover, the fact that printers and publishers were 
concemed with the commodification of symbohc forms meant 
that their relations with religious and political authormes were 
both enormously important and fraught with dtfficulties. The nse 
of the printing industry created new centres and networks o 
svmbolic power which were based primarily on principies of com- 
modity production, and which were therefore relatively mdepend- 
ent of the political and symbolic power wielded by Church and | 
State. Both Church and State sought to use this nascent industry | 
for their own purposes, commissioning official documents, I 
printed notices and regulations as well as works of a more ex- 1 
tended kind. But their capacity to control the output of prmters, I 
and henee to maintain a firm grip on these new centres oí sym- | 
bolic power, was limited in various ways. 1 

In the early years of printing, the Church strongly supportedthe | 
development of the new methods of textual reproduenon. The 
clergy commissioned printers to supply liturgical and theologica , 
works, and many monasteries invited printers mto their premises,,. 
But the Church could not control the activities of printers and , 
booksellers with the same degree of circumspection as it had j 
exercised over the activities of scribes and copyists in the age oH 
manuscripts. There were simply too many printing firms and, 
outlets, capable of producing and distributing texts on too great a 
scale, for the Church to be able to exercise effective control. In the 
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, numerous attempts, 
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were made by the Church - often acting in collaboration with 
secular authorities - to suppress printed material. 16 In 1485 Arch- 
bishop Berthold of Mainz asked the town council of Frankfurt to 
examine the books to be exhibited at the Lenten Fair and to assist 
the Church in suppressing pemicious works. In 1501 Pope Alex- 
ander VI tried to establish a more rigorous and comprehensive 
System of censorship, forbidding the printing of any book without 
the authorization of ecclesiastical powers. As the number of 
banned books increased, the Church eventually compiled an Index 
libromm prohibitorum ; initially promulgated in 1559, the Index was 
continuously revised and updated and it remained in effect for 
some four hundred years. But while the interventions of religious 
and political authorities were numerous in the late fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, they were of limited success. Printers found 
countless ways to evade the censors, and books banned in one city 
or región were often printed in another and smuggled in by 
merchants and pedlars. Censorship stimulated a vigorous trade in 
éontraband books. 

The difficulties inherent in trying to control the trade in printed 
materials are well illustrated by the Reformation. That the new 
techniques of printing played a fundamental role in diffusing the 
ideas of Luther and other reformers cannot be doubted. 17 Luther’s 
Ninety-Five Theses, initially posted on the door of the Augustin- 
ían church at Wittenberg on 31 October 1517, were soon 
ítranslated into vernacular languages, printed as flysheets and dis- 
■ tributed throughout Europe; it has been estimated that the theses 
were known throughout Germany in a fortnight and throughout 
Europe in a month. 18 Luther’s sermons and traets were published 
tin numerous editions and were enormously popular. His pam- 
; phlet To the Christian Nobility of the Germán Nation was published 
v on 18 August 1520 and had sold 4,000 copies within three weeks; 
hy 1522, 13 sepárate editions had appeared. 19 It was not long 
hefore attempts were made in various cities and countries to 
suppress the literature associated with the Protestant revolt. The 
j jjap acy condemned Luther’s works, and monarchs issued ediets 
::cómmandíng that his books be bumed. In France, for instance, a 
¿oval decrce of 18 March 1521 ordered Parlement to ensure that 
jijo work was published which did not bear the imprint of the 
University of París, and on 13 June 1521 Parlement issued an 
embargo on the printing and sale of writings on scripture that had 
|pot first been approved by the University Faculty of Theology. 20 
But these decrees and embargoes were of limited effect. Many 
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printers mígrated to cities just beyond the French frontier, such as 
Antwerp, Strasbourg and Basel, and printed material for clandes- 
tine export to France. Large quantities of material were produced 
and smuggled into Francc by merchants and pedlars. Dlicit or- 
ganizations emerged which specialized in the distribution of 
banned books. Renewed attempts were made, following the 
‘affaire des placards’ in 1534, to crack down on the trade in 
forbidden works, and Frangois I ordered a series of spectacular 
exccutions in which printers and booksellers were bumed at the 
stake. The trade, however, continued. Thcre were simply too 
many presses and too many ways of transporting books across 
frontiers for the trade to be effectively controlled by papal or royal 
decree. 

If the médium of print contributcd to the diffusion of Protes- 
tantism and thé fragmentation of Christendom, it also had impor- 
tant consequences for other aspeets of early modem European 
culture. Although a large proportion of the books produced by the 
early presses were religious in character, the works of classical 
authors - Virgil, Ovid, Cicero and others - were printed in múlti- 
ple editions. The increasing availability of classical texts both 
facilitatcd and stimulated the revival of interest in antiquity, which 
had been under way among Italian literati since the twclfth cen- 
tury. The spread of Italian humanism to northern Europe no 
doubt owed a good deal to the intermediary role of printers, 
publishers and translators; 21 and the médium of print made :t 
possible for scholars to trv to fix and standardize the texts o: 
antiquity, to an extent that would have been inconccivable wher. 
each text had to be copied individually by hand. 22 Scholars de- 
voted themselves to the preparation of critical editions of classica 
works, which then became a basis for reproduction. Thanks to the 
reproductive and preservative powers of print, the work of the 
quattrocento humanists could becomc something more than a 
localizcd and ephemeral revival of interest in classical thought. 

The médium of print also made it much easier to accumula 
and diffuse data about the natural and social worlds, and to 
develop standardized Systems of classification, representation and 
practico. Some of the early presses specialized in the production 
texts on medicine, anatomy, botany, astronomy, gcograpl 
mathematics, etc., working closcly with university professors an 
faculties in the preparation of scientific works. Printing createc 
ncw flow of data, charts, maps and theories which could 
consulted, discussed and debated by scholars throughout Eu 
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rope. 2 ’ The early presses also printed many works of popular 
Science, practical manuals and almanacs, which sold in large 
"umbers. Almanacs contained, among other things, standardized 
bles for computing costs of goods, for converting weights, meas- 
-s and Systems of coinage, for calculating distanccs and travel 
es, etc.; they were used extensively by merchants and business- 
en, providing them with a common framework for the conduct 
t trade beyond their immediate locales. Practical manuals and 
conduct-books offered guidance on a wide range of activities, 
trom manners, moráis and forms of speech to methods ofbusiness 
pracnce. Erasmus’s De Civilitate Morum Puerilium, which fixed a 
code of manners and provided guidelines for the instruction of 
chi dren, was cnormously successful. First published in Basel 
m 1530, it is estimated that at least 47,000 copies of Erasmus’s 
work were m circulation by 1600; it was translated into many 
vernacular languages, and many imitations and plagiarized ver- 
sions appearcd. 24 

P? Who read the books produced by the early presses? What was 
the social composition of the early reading public? The main 
customers of the books produced by the early presses were un- 
doubtedly the cducated urban elites, including the ciergy, scholars 
and s tuden ts, pohtical elites and the rising commercial class. But 
it is hkely that books were also available to, and read bv, a 
substantial and growing proportion of urban craftsmcn and 
tradesmen. Although evidence on rates of literacy in early modem 
europe ís fragmentary and inconclusive, thcre is some evidence to 
suggest that literacy rates were relatively high among certain 
groups of craftsmcn, such as apothccaries, surgeons, printers, 
painters, musicians and metalworkers.” Books were available for 
sale m town shops and market stalls, and the smaller and cheapcr 
books - like the chapbooks of the so-called ‘Bibliothéque Bleue' - 
were almost certainly within the means of urban workers and 
crahsmen.--’ To what extent books were actually purchased and 
read by those individuáis is difficult to determine with any degree 
ot accuracy. Inventories of houschold goods left at death suggest 
that m early sixteenth-century France most artisans had no books 
m their possession when they died. 22 It is quite possible. however, 
that many individuáis bought and read books and then sold them 
agam, or borrowed books from others. Books could be resold 
relauvely easily and - apart from works of reference like the Bible 
°r the Books of Hours - thcre may have been little incentive for 
individuáis of modcst means to collect them. 
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Rates of literacy werc relatively low among somc sectors of the j 
urban population, such as women, children and unskilled worx- j 
ers, and among the peasantry, which constituted the bulk of the 
population in early modem Europe. It does not follow, however, 
that individuáis from these groups werc untouched by the primea 
word. Chapbooks, almanacs and other printed materials werc i 
distributed throughout the councryside by pedlars, who carried 
their wares from village to villagc and offered them for sale. 
Moreover, it is likely that on some occasions books wcre read 
aloud to groups of individuáis who had gathcred togcther for one ; 
reason or another. Such occasions may have included routine ' 
gatherings of family and fricnds, spccial feasts and fcstivals, as weü 
as the mectings of spccial reading groups, like the sccret Protes- 
tan! asscmblies which met to read and discuss the Bible. 29 Thanks 
to the practice of reading aloud, the audience for printed materials 
was considerably larger than the relatively small group of indi- 
viduáis who possessed the skills of literacy. Books and other texts 
werc incorporated into popular traditions that were pnmanly oral ; 
in character, and only gradually did the printed word transform : 
the contení of traditions and their mode of transmission. j 

As the readership for printed books expanded in the course of 
the sixtecnth century, a growing proportion of books werc printed 
in vernacular languages rather than Latín. Printers, publishers and 
authors began to oricnt their production increasingly towards 
spccific national populations who could read vernacular languages 
such as Germán, Frcnch and English » The increasing use of ■ ; 
vernacular languages stimulated attcmpts to render them more 
uniform. Many dictionaries and grammar books were produced 
with a view to standardizing spelling, vocabulary and grammar. 
National traditions of literaturc began to emerge and to acquire a 
distinctive charactcr. Latín continued to be used as a scholarly 
and diplomatic language, and as the official language of the 
Catholic Church, throughout the sixtecnth and sevcntecnth cen- 
turies. But by the late seventeenth century, in many linguistic i 
contexts and in most parts of Europe, Latin had given way to a ; 
varicty of national vernacular languages. 11 For a while Frenen 
becamc a common language of scholarly and diplomatic ex- 
change, although it never attained the preeminent position that 
Latin had occupied prcviously. It was not until the twentietn 
century that English would emerge as the new lingua franca of 
intemational - indeed global - communication. 

The decline of Latin and the rise of national languages was a 1 
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process propelled in part by the printing industry, but it had 
conscquences that went well beyond the concems of the industry 
as such. It was a process that was interwoven in complex ways 
with the changing position of the Church and with the growth and 
consolidation of nation-states. In so far as the Catholic Church 
continued to regard Latin as its official language and to forbid the 
use of vcmaculars, a language barrier of ever greater dimensions 
developed between the Catholic clergy and lay populations. The 
clergy became more remóte, the liturgy appeared more esoteric, 
and the authority of the Church - already dealt a severe blow by 
the success of Protestantism - became more vulnerable to criti- 
cism. On the other hand, in those countrics that were predomi- 
nantly Protestant in character, vernacular editions of the Bible 
and of other religious and liturgical texts playcd a crucial role in 
establishing a relatively uniform and generally accepted national 
language. Luther himself sought to abandon his own native dia- 
lect, that of Lower Saxony, and to fashion a language that would 
be readily intclligible throughout the Germán lands. 

The growing importance of vernacular languages was also 
linked to the growth and consolidation of nation-states. In some 
cases the political authorities of early modem States activcly 
favoured the process of linguistic unification, adopting a particu- 
lar national language as the official language of State. For instance, 
in 1539, by the Edict of Villcrs-Cotteréts, Frangois I established 
French as the official language of the courts of justice. 32 Regional 
languages and dialects continued to be spoken in the provinccs 
and in contexts of daily life, but gradually they lost their institu- 
tional bases and became increasingly subordinated to the national 
language. Flucncy in the national language became increasingly 
important as the means of interaction with State officials and as a 
means of access to the labour market. 13 Many regional dialects - 
especially those which remained primarily oral and wcre rarely 
used in print - declined in signifícame or disappeared. Moreover, 
as Europcan States expanded their spheres of influence overseas, 
the official languages of the Europcan powers becamc the domi- 
nant languages in other parts of the world, subordinating the 
languages of indigenous pcoples to those of the colonizers. When 
decolonization gained momentum in the nineteenth and twenti- 
eth centuries, these dominant languages remained in many cases 
intact as the official languages of the newly formed nation-states. 

It could be plausibly argued that the fixing of vernacular lan- 
guages in print, and the promotion of some of these languages to 
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the status of ofñcial languages of State, were important precondi- 
tions for the emergence of forms of national identity and nation- 
alism in the modem world. This is the argument of Benedict 
Anderson, who maintains that the convergence of capitalism, the 
technology of print and the diversity of languages in late fifteenth- 
and sixteenth-century Europe led to the erosión of the sacred 
community of Christendom and to the emergence of a plurality of 
‘imagined communities’ which subsequently became the bases for 
the formation of national consciousness. 34 As printers and pub- 
lishers made increasing use of vernacular languages, they created 
unified fields of communication which were more diverse than 
Latín and less diverse than the multiplicity of spoken dialects. By 
reading vernacular texts, individuáis gradually became aware of 
the fact that they belonged to a virtual community of fellow 
readers with.whom they would never directly interact, but to 
whom they were connected via the médium of print. It is this 
virtual community of fellow readers that would eventually be- 
come, Anderson suggests, the imagined community of the nation. 

This is an important and provocative argument, and it has had 
considerable impact on recent debates. It is certainly plausible to 
suggest that the formation of national communities, and of the 
distinctively modern sense of belonging to a particular,, 
territorially based nation, was linked to the development of new 
Systems of communication which enabled individuáis to share 
symbols and beliefs expressed in a common language - that is, to 
share what might roughly be called a national tradition - even 
though these individuáis may never have interacted directly. But 
there are problems with Anderson’s argument. The main problem 
is that the precise nature of the alleged link between the develop- 
ment of printing and the rise of natíonalism is never spelled out in 
detail. There is a considerable gulf- historically as well as concep- 
tually - between the emergence of a plurality of reading publics in 
sixteenth-century Europe, on the one hand, and the emergence of 
various forms of national identity and natíonalism in the nine- 
teenth and twentíeth centuries, on the other. If the early reading 
public was the embryo of the nationally imagined community, 
why did it take nearly three centuries for this embryo to mature? 

Anderson recognizes, of course, that the development of print 
and other technical media of communication was at best a neces- 
sary condition for the emergence of national consciousness, not a 
sufficient condition. He devotes a good deal of attention to the 
struggles against colonialism which have played such an important 
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contact with the clcrgy and polirical elites dispersed throughout 
the loosely knit realm of Christendom. Second, there were net- 
works of communication established by the political authonties of 
States and principalities; thesc nctworks operated both within the 
tcrritories of particular States, facilitating administration and paci- 
fication, and betwcen States which malntamed some form oi dip- 
lomado communication with onc another. A third type of network 
was linked to the expansión of commercial acuvity. As trade and 
manufacturing increased, new networks of communication were 
established within the business commumty and between the ma- 
jor trading centres. Commercial and banking houses - hke the 
Fugger family of Augsburg and the grcat mcrchant houses ot 
Florence - built up extensivo Systems of communication and 
began to supply information to clients on a commercial basis. 
Finally, information was also transmitted to towns and villages vía 
networks of merchants, pedlars and travelling entertainers, such 
as storytellers and bailad singers. As individuáis gathered in mar- 
ket-placcs or tavems and interacted with merchants and uravcllers, 
they plcked up news about events which took place ín distant 

’TnAe course of the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centu- 
ries thesc networks of communication were affectcd by twc . key 
developments. In the first place, some States began to cstabhsh 
regular postal Services which became increasingly available tor 
general use. In Franco Louis XI established a royal post in 1464; 
prívate individuáis could use the post by special permission and 
pavment of a fee.’ 5 In central Europc Maximihan I developcd an 
extensivo postal network which linked the heardand of the 
Habsburg empire with cides throughout Europe. In 1490 he 
appointed Franz and Johann von Taxis as chief postmasters, thus 
establishing an imperial postal system that rcma.ncd under the 
control of the von Taxis family for several centunes. In England 
a royal post was established early in the reign of Henry V III, and 
a postmaster was appointed around 1516, although the develop 
ment of regular postal Services for general public use did not occu 
until the early seventeenth ccntury. 37 Gradually in the course ot 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, an ¡ntegrated networ 
of public postal communication emerged, providing common car 
rier Services for both domestic and foreign post. Of course, b 
twentieth-century standards, postal communication in early mod 
ern Europc was very slow. Messages were transponed by hors. 
and carriage at a tíme when the roads in many parts of F.urop 
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were of poor quality. Mail rarely travelled at more than 1 0 miles 
per hour over extended distances. In the late eighteenth century, 
Edmburgh was still a journey of 60 hours from London, and it 
took 24 hours to travel from Tondon to Manchester. It was not 
until the early nineteenth century, with the development of the 
railways, that the time required to transmit messages through the 
post was sharply reduced. 

The second development which profoundly affected the estab- 
lished networks of communication in early modem Europe was 
the application of printing to the production and dissemination of 
news. Soon after the advent of printing in the mid-fifteenth cen- 
tury, a variety of printed information leaflets, posters and broad- 
sheets began to appear. These were a mixwre of official or 
semi-official statcments of govemment decrees; polemical traets; 
descnptions of particular events, such as milltary encounters or 
natural disasters; and sensationalized accounts of extraordinary or 
supematural phenomena, like giants, comcts and apparitions. 
These leaflets and news sheets were generally one-off or irregular 
publica tions. They were printed by the thousands and sold in the 
streets by hawkers and pedlars. They provided individuáis with a 
valuable sourcc of information about current and distant events. 

Periódica! publications of news and information began to ap- 
pear in the second half of the sixteenth century, but the origins of 
the modem newspapcr are usually traced to the first two decades 
of the seventeenth century, when regular joumals of news began 
to appear on a weckly basis with some degree of reliability. 3 " In 
' 609 weekly journals were published in several Germán cides, 
ícludmg Augsburg, Strasbourg and Wolfenbüttcl, and there is 
me evidence to suggest that a weckly paper may have appeared 
mewhat earlier (1607) in Amsterdam. Printed wecklics - or 
tramos , as these early compilations of news were called at the 
time - soon appeared in other cities and languages. The cities 
located along the major European trading routes, such as Col- 
e, Frankfurt, Antwerp and Berlín, became early centres of 
newspaper production. The news which made up the corantos 
as often supplied by postmasters, who collected the news in their 
gions and then forwarded it to the major cities. A single indi- 
idual could then assemble and edit the postmasters’ reports, 
nnting thcm in the form of a series of short paragraphs with 
etaüs of the date and place of origin of the information. The 
eeklies could also be translated into other languages and sold in 
nt cities and countries. 
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By 1620 Amsterdam had become the centre of a rapidly ex- 
panding trade in news. There was a growing public interest ín the 
Thirty Years’ War and this provided a major stimulus to the 
development of the fledgling newspaper industry. The first news- 
paper to appear in English was probably produced in Amsterdam 
in 1620 by the Dutch printer and map engraver Pieter van den 
Keere and exported to London.” Between 2 December 1620 and 
18 September 1621, 15 issues of van den Keere’s coranto ap- 
peared. Although it was not published weekly, it did appear fairly 
frequently and it provided regular coverage of the Thirty Years 
War. The first coranto printed in England was probably produced 
by the London stationer Thomas Archer in 1621. Archer was 
subsequently imprisoned for publishing an unlicensed news sheet 
on the war in the Palatinate, but other English coramos and news 
pamphlets soon appeared. . 

Most of these early forms of newspaper were concemed pnma- 
rily with foreign news, that is, with events which were taking place 
(or had taken place) in distant locales. The individuáis who read 
these papers, or listened to them being read aloud by others, 
would leam of events taking place in distant parís of Europe - 
events they could not witness directly, in places they would never, 
in all likelihood, visit. Henee the circulation of the early fonns ot 
newspaper helped to create a sense of a world of events which lay 
beyond the individual’s immediate milieu, but which had some 
relevance to, and potentially some bearing on, his or her life Of 
course, the geographical scope of this world remained quite lim- 
ited in the early seventeenth century: it rarely extended beyond 
the major cities and countries of Europe. Moreover, the circula- 
tion of the early newspapers was very low by present-day stand- 
ards (one estímate puts the mínimum print run of the early 
newspapers at 400 copies, 40 and in many cases it was probably not 
much more than that), although papers were no doubt read by 
more than one individual, and were commonly read aloud. But 
the impórtame of this new mode of information diffiision, 
through which printed reports of distant events were made avail- 
able on a regular basis to an unlimited number of recipients, 
should not be underestimated. . 

While the early coramos were concemed mainly with toreign 
news, it was not long before newspapers began to devote more 
attention to domestic events. In England this development had to 
wait until 1640, when the govemment’s strict control of the press 
began to weaken. Since 1586 a Star Chamber decree had estab- 
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lished a comprehensive system of licensing and censorship (sup- 
plemented by a further decree of 1637), which limited the number 
of printers in England and subjected them to specific censors for 
each type of publication. But as the crisis between Charles I and 
Parliament deepened, it became increasingly difficult for the 
Crown to enforce its control of the press, and in July 1641 the Star 
Chamber was abolished. The crisis also stimulated a public de- 
mand for up-to-date news of domestic political affairs. Between 
mid-November 1641 and the end of December 1641 three do- 
mestic weekly newspapers appeared, each providing summaries of 
the proceedings of Parliament; and in the first three months of 
1642 another eight newspapers appeared, though some did not 
last for long. 41 This was the beginning of a period of relatively 
uncontrolled and intensive publication of newspapers, newsbooks 
and pamphlets dealing with the events of the Civil War and the 
issues surrounding it. During most weeks of 1645, 14 newspapers 
were on sale in the streets of London, as well as a multitude of 
other pamphlets and political traets. While strict Controls were 
reimposed by Charles II after the restoration of the monarchy in 
1660, the period between 1641 and the restoration was an impor- 
tant one in the history of the press. For it was during this time that 
periodical publications emerged as key players in the affairs of 
State, providing a continuous flow of information on current 
events and expressing a range of differing views - sometimes 
sharply conflicting views - on matters of public concern. 

The development of a commercially based periodical press 
which was independent of State power, and yet was capable of 
providing information and critical commentary on issues of gen- 
eral concern, entered a new phase in eighteenth-century England. 
The system of licensing, which had been re-established by Charles 
II in 1 662, fell into abeyance at the end of the seventeenth century 
and was followed by a spate of new periodical publications. The 
first daily newspaper in England, Samuel Buckley’s Daily Courant 3 
appeared in 1702 and was soon joined by others. A variety of 
more specialized periodicals appeared, some concentrating on 
entertainment and cultural events, some on financial and com- 
mercial news, and others on social and political commentary. The 
latter included a number of journals which popularized the genre 
of the political essay, like the Tatler , the Spectator 3 Nicholas 
Amhurst’s Craftsman y Daniel Defoe’s Reviezv and Jonathan Swift’s 
Examiner. By 1750 London had five well-established daily papers, 
six thrice-weeklies, five weeklies and several other cut-price peri- 
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odicals, with a total circulation between them of around 100,000 
copies per weck. 42 The papers werc distributed in the city by 
networks of hawkers and agents, as well as by a loosc federation of 
coffec houses which acquircd the major papers and madc thcm 
availablc for thcir customers to read. Since many papers wcre read 
in public places like tavems and coffee houses, their readership 
was almost certainly much higher than their circulation - pcrhaps 
as much as ten times higher. London papers were also distributed 
to the provinces by rapidly improving stage-coach and postal 
Services. 

The political authorities sought to exercise somc control over 
the proliferation of newspapers and periodicals by imposing spe- 
cial taxes, which would, it was thought, serve to restrict produc- 
tion and forcé the more marginal periodicals out of business, while 
at the same time raising additional revenue for the Crown. The 
Stamp Act of 1712 required newspaper proprietors to pay one 
penny for every printed sheet and one shilling for every adveruse- 
ment Subsequent Acts increascd the amounts and broadencd the 
basis for the application of the law. The Stamp Acts wcre bitterly 
opposed and became a rallying point in the struggle for the free- 
dom of the prcss. It was not until the 1830s that the taxes were 
progrcssively reduced, and in the 1860s they were eventualh 
abolished. Elsewherc in Europe the periodical press of the cight- 
centh century was controlled and censored with varying degrees of 
sevcrity." In the United Provinces the prcss remained relatively 
frec, although it was discouraged ffom discussing local politics 
and was occasionally subjectcd to bouts of intensive censorship. 
In France a centralized and highly rcstrictivc system of licensing, 
supervisión and censorship existed until the Revolution; a brief 
post-revolutionary period of prcss freedom was finally brought to 
an end by Napoleón, who instituted a strict system of censorship 
and control. In the States and principalitics of Germany and Italy 
the degree of ofñcial control varied from one State to another, but 
newspapers were gcnerally allowed more leeway in reporting for- 
eign news than in discussing domcstic politics. 

There is considerable forcé in the argument that the struggle for 
an independent press, capable of reporting and commenting on 
events with a mínimum of State interference and control, plaved a 
key role in the development of the módem constitutional State. 
Some of the early liberal and liberal democratic thinkers, such as 
leremy Bentham, James Mili and John Stuart Mili, were fervent 
advocares of the liberty of the press. They saw the frec expression 
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of opinión through the organs of an independent press as a vital 
safeguard agamst the desponc use of State power. 44 It is significant 
diat, following their successful war of independence agamst the 
Bntish Crown, the Amencan colonists incorporated the right of 
press freedom in the First Amendment to the Constitution. Simi- 
“!■ y ' P° st - rev olutionary French constitutions of 1791 and 

loo’ blU J dm , 8 ° n thc Declara t¡on des Droits de l’Homme of 
1789, exphcitly protected the freedom of expression (even if this 
freedom was subsequently abolished by Napoleón). Statutory 
guarantees of freedom of expression were cventually adopted bv 
vanous Furopean govemments so that by the end' of the nine- 
teenth century the freedom of thc press had bccome a constitu- 
ttonal feature of many Western States. 


The Theory of the Public Sphere: 
A Preliminary Assessment 


While the importance of an independent prcss was apparent to 
many of the early liberal and libcral-dcmocratic thinkers, this is a 
theme which has, with a few exceptions, faded from view in the 
work of more recent social and political theorists. One exception 
is Habermas s early, path-breaking work, The Stmciural Transfor- 
manon of the Public Sphere A Habermas argües that the develop- 
ment of mercantile capitalism in the sixteenth century, together 
with thc changing mstitutional forms of political power, created 
the conditions for the emergence of a ncw kind of public sphere in 
early modera Europe. In this context, the meaning of -public 
authonty began to shift: it began to refer Iess to the domain of 
courtly life and mcreasingly to the activities of an emerging State 
system which had legally defined spheres of jurisdiction and a 
monopoly on the legitimare use of violence. At the same time, 
civil society emerged as a domain of priva tized economic rela- 
nons which were established under thc aegis of public authority. 

I he prívate realm thus comprised both the expanding domain 

of economic relations and the intimare sphere of personal 
relations which became mcreasingly disengaged from economic 
activity and anchored in the institution of the conjugal family. 
etween the realm of public authority or the State, on thc 
one hand, and the prívate realm of civil society and ne 
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relations, on the other, there emerged a new sphere of ‘the public’: 
a bourgeois public sphere which consisted of prívate individuáis 
who carne together to debate among themselves the regulation of 
civil society and the conduct of the State. This new public sphere 
was not part of the State but was, on the contrary, a sphere in 
which the activities of the State could be conffonted and subjected 
: to criticism. The médium of this confrontation was itself signifi- 

cant: it was the public use of reason, as articulated by prívate 
individuáis engaged in argument that was in principie open and 
unconstrained. 

In accounting for the emcrgencc of the bourgeois public sphere, 
Habcrmas attributes particular importance to the rise of the peri- 
odical press. The critical joumals and moral weeklies which began 
to appear in Europe in the late seventeenth and cighteenth centu- 
ries provided a new forum for the conduct of public debate. While 
thesc publications often originated as joumals devoted to literary 
and cultural criticism, they increasingly became concemcd with 
issues of more general social and political significance. Moreover, 
a varicty of new centres of sociability appeared in the towns and 
cities of early modem Europe. Thesc included the salons and 
coffec houses which, ftom around the mid-seventecnth century 
on, became places of discussion and milieux where cducatcd elites 
could intcract with one another and with the nobility on a more or 
lcss equal footing. 

It was in England at the beginning of the cighteenth century 
that the most favourable conditions were crcated for the cmer- 
gence of the bourgeois public sphere. Censorship and political 
control of the press were less stringent than in somc other parts of 
Europe, and papers and joumals proliferated. At the same time, 
coffee houses flourished; by the first decade of the cighteenth 
century, there were an estimated three thousand coffee houses in 
London alone, each with a core of regular clients. Manv of the 
new periodicals were closely interwoven with the life of the coffee 
houses, as they were read and debated by individuáis who carne 
together to discuss the issues of the day. 

Part of Habermas’s argument is that the critical discussion 
stimulated by the periodical press evcntually had a transformative 
impact on the institutional form of modem States. By being con- 
stantly callcd before the forum of the public, Parliament became 
increasingly open to scrutiny, eventually abandoning its right to 
prevent the publication of its proceedings. Parliament also be- 
came more responsive to the press and began to play a more 
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ion. These and other developments were of considerable signifi- 
cance; they are an enduring testimony to the political impact of 
the bourgeois public sphere and to the role it played in the shaping 
of Western States. But Habermas also argües that, in the specific 
form in which it existed in the eightecnth century, the bourgeois 
public sphere did not last for long. We shall rctum to this aspect 
of his account below. 

Habermas’s argument, sketched very briefly here, has the con- 
siderable merit of highlighting the broader political significance of 
üie development of the periodical press in early modem Europe. 
The development of the press is treated not as a history set apart 
from broader social-historical processes, but rather as integral to 
them. There are, however, many difficultics with Habermas’s 
account. In later chapters I shall examine in detail the conception 
of publicness which is implicit in this account and the normativo 
issues which arise ffom it. Here I shall restrict myself to considcr- 
mg some of the historical problems. 

(1) One of the criticisms most ffequently made of Habermas’s 
account is that, by focusing attention on the bourgeois public 
sphere, he tends to neglect the significance of other forms 
of public discoursc and activity which existed in seventeenth-, 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe, forms which were 
not part of, and in some cases were excluded ffom or opposed to, 
the forms of bourgeois sociability. 46 The work of E. P. Thompson, 
Christopher Hill and others has highlighted the significance of a 
vanety of popular social and political movements in the early 
modem period, 47 and it cannot be assumed that these movements 
were either derivative of, or organized along similar lines to, the 
activities which took place in the bourgeois public sphere. On the 
contrary, the relationship between the bourgeois public sphere 
and popular social movements was often a conflictual one. 4 ' Just 
as the emerging bourgeois public sphere defined itself in opposi- 
tion to the traditional authority of royal power, so too it was 
confronted by the rise of popular movements which it sought to 
contain. 

This is a forceful line of criticism and it is to Habermas’s credit 
that, reflecting on these issues 30 years later, 44 he acknowlcdgcs 
the shortcomings of his earlier approach. Not only were popular 
social movements much more important in the earlv modem 
penod than he had previously allowed, but it is also clear that they 
cannot be adequately understood as a mere ‘variant’ of the liberal 
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suggested. 50 A satisfactory account of popular social movements 
and popular cultural forms would require a more flexible ap- 
proach, one which allows for the possibility that they may have a 
shape and dynamic of their own. 

(2) In a similar vein, one can question Habermas’s emphasis on 
the periodical press of the early eighteenth century. It is not 
difficult to see why Habermas focuses on this material: political 
periodicals like Defoe’s Review and Swift’s Examiner exemplified 
the kind of cultivated criticism and debate that Habermas wished 
to encapsulate in the idea of the public sphere. But these penodi- 
cals were by no means the first or the most common of the early 
forms of printed material. As we have seen, the seventeenth cen- 
tury - especially during the years of the English Civil War - was a 
time of intensive periodical publication; moreover, a wide range of 
other printed materials, from books and pamphlets to news sheets 
and placards, had been in circulation throughout Europe for at 
least two centuries before periodicals like the Review and the 
Examiner were founded. Habermas’s grounds for excluding these 
earlier forms of printed material from the scope of his argument 
are not altogether clear. 51 Moreover, had Habermas paid more 
attention to other forms of printed material, he might have 
painted a somewhat different picture of the character of public life 
in the early modem period, one which placed less emphasis on the 
idea of gentlemen engaged in coffee-house debate and highlighted 
more sharply the commercial character of the early press and the 
somewhat scurrilous and sensationalist contení of many of its 
Products. 

(3) A third problem with Habermas’s argument concerns the 
restrictcd naturc of the bourgeois public sphere. It is clear that 
Habermas regarded this model as an ¡dcalization ofactual histori- 
cal processes. Although the bourgeois public sphere was based on 
the principie of universal access, in practice it was restricted to 
those individuáis who had the education and the financial means 
to particípate ¡n it. \Vhat docs not emerge very clearly from 
Habermas’s account, however, ¡s the extern to which the bour- 
geois public sphere was not onlv restrictcd to educated and pro- 
pertied elites, but was also a prcdominantly mate preserve. 
Habermas was not unawarc of the marginalization of women in 
the bourgeois public sphere and of the patriarchal character of the 
bourgeois family. But it could be argued very plausibly that, at the 
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time of writing Stmcturál Transformation, he did not appreciate the 
full significance of this issue. 

In recent years a number of feminist scholars have examined the 
gendered character of the public sphere and political discourse in 
the early modem period, and have brought sharply into focus a set 
of issues which remained rather blurred in Habermas’s account. 52 
Concentrating on France in the period from 1750 to 1850, Joan 
Landes argües that the exclusión of women from the public sphere 
was not simply a contingent historical circumstance, one of the 
many respeets in which the public sphere in practice fell short of 
the ideal; rather, the exclusión of women was constitutive of the 
very' notion of the public sphere. For the notion of the public 
sphere, as it was articulated in the political discourse of the time, 
was juxtaposed to the prívate sphere in a gender-specific way. The 
public sphere was generally understood as a domain of reason and 
universality in which men were uniquely well cquipped to particí- 
pate, while women, being inelined (supposedly) to particularity 
and to mannered, frivolous talk, were commonly thought to be 
better suited to domestic life. Henee the masculine character of 
the bourgeois public sphere was not an incidental aspect: it was a 
fundamental feature of a public sphere which, in its very concep- 
tion, was shaped by a decply rooted set of assumptions about 
gender differences. 

Habermas has been swaycd by the forcé of this linc of argu- 
ment. Today he accepts that, while workers and peasants as well 
as women were largely excluded from the bourgeois public sphere, 
the exclusión of women needs to be thought about differently, 
precisely because this exclusión had, as Habermas now puts it, 
structunng significance’. 53 This shift in Habermas’s approach is 
important, but the consequcnces it might have in practice for the 
theory and analysis of the public sphere are not spelled out in any 
detail by him. 


(4) In historical terms, the weakest parts of Habermas’s account 
are probably not the arguments concemed with the emcrgence of 
the bourgeois public sphere, but rather the arguments concemed 
with its alleged decline. Habermas argües that, while the bour- 
geois public sphere flourished in the propitious conditions of the 
teenth century, subsequent developmcnts gradually led to its 
sformation and demise. The separation betwcen the State and 
1 society - which had created an institutional spacc for the 
eois public sphere - began to break down as States assumed 
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an increasingly interventionist character and took on more and 
more responsibility for managing the welfare of citizens, and as 
organized interest gronps became increasingly assertive in the 
political process. At the same time, the institutions which once 
provided a forum for the bourgeois public sphere either died out 
or underwent radical change. The salons and coffee houses de- 
clined in significance, and the periodical press became part of a 
range of media institutions which were increasingly organized as 
large-scale commercial concems. The commercialization of the 
media alters their character in a fundamental way: what was once 
an exemplary forum of rational-critical debate becomes just an- 
other domain of cultural consumption, and the bourgeois public 
sphere collapses into a sham world of image creation and opinión 
management. Public life takes on a quasi-feudal character. So- 
phisticated new media techniques are employed to endow public 
authority with the kind of aura and prestige which was once 
bestowed on royal figures by the staged publicity of feudal courts. 
This ‘refeudalization of the public sphere’ tums politics into a 
managed show in which leaders and patries seek, from time 
to time, the acclamatory assent of a depoliticized population. 
The mass of the population is excluded from public discussion 
and decision-making processes and is treated as a managed 
resource from which political leaders can elicit, with the aid of 
media techniques, sufficient assent to legitímate their political 
programmes. 

Is there any substance to this thesis of the refeudalization of the 
public sphere? Certainly it has some prima facie plausibility. In 
the course of the twentieth century, and especially since the ad- 
vent of televisión, the conduct of politics has become inseparable 
from public relations management (or from what I shall cali, in a 
later chapter, ‘the management of visibility’). But if we examine 
Habermas’s argument more carefully, it is clear that there are 
serious weaknesses. Let me highlight two. In the first place, 
Habermas’s argument tends to assume, in a very questionable 
way, that the recipients of media products are relatively passive 
consumers who are enthralled by the spectacle and easily manipu- 
lated by media techniques. In making this assumption, Habermas 
was betraying his debí to the work of Horkheimer and Adorno, 
whose theory of mass culture provided part of the inspiration for 
his own account. Today it is clear, however, that this argument 
exaggerates the passivity of individuáis and takes far too much for 
granted concerning the process of reception. Assumptions of this 
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hermeneutically sensitive account of the ways in which individuáis 
receive media products, use them and incorpórate them into their 

lives. 

A second problem with Habermas’s argument concems his 
claim that the public sphere in modem societies has been 
refeudalized’. It is not difficult to see why Habermas made this 
claim: the showiness characteristic of mediated politics today and 
its concern to cultívate personal aura rather than to stimulate 
critical debate may seem, at least at first glance, to resemble the 
kind of ‘representative publicness’ typical of the Middle Ages. But 
the similarity is more apparent than real. As I shall endeavour to 
show in the following chapters, the development of communica- 
tion media has created new forms of interacrion, new kinds of 
visibility and new networks of information diffusion in the modem 
world, all of which have altered the symbolic character of social 
life so profoundly that any comparison between mediated politics 
today and the theatrical practices of feudal courts is superficial at 
best. Rather than comparing the mediated arena of the late twen- 
tieth century with a bygone age, we need to think again about 
what ‘publicness’ means today in a world permeated by new forms 
of communication and information diffusion, where individuáis 
are able to internet with others and observe persons and events 
without ever encountering them in the same spatial-temporal 
lócale. 

While Habermas’s argument concerning the fate of the public 
sphere is flawed in various ways, he was certainly right to cali 
attention to the fact that the media industries underwent major 
changes in the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Habermas’s account of these changes - one which emphasizes 
above all the growing commercialization of the media - is hardly 
satisfactory, and the implications he drew were questionable, as 
we have seen. But if one wishes to trace the impact of communi- 
cation media, then an instítutional analysis of the changing char- 
acter of the media industries is essential. 


The Growth of the Media Industries: An OverView 


I want to condude this chapter by highlighting some of the central 
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nineteenth century. I shall highlight three trends: (1) the txansfor- 
mation of media institutions into large-scale commercial con- 
cems; (2) the globalization of communication; and (3) the 
development of electronically mediated forms of communication. 
My discussion of these trends will be brief. Some of the develop- 
ments have been extensively documented elsewhere in the litera- 
ture, and some of the issues raised by them will be pursued in 
more detail in later chapters. 

(1) The transformation of media institutions into large-scale 
commercial concems is a process that began in the early nine- 
teenth century. Of course, the commercialization of media prod- 
ucís was not a new phenomenon; the early presses, as we have 
seen, were primarily commercial organizations oriented towards 
the commodificatión of symbolic forms. But in the course of the 
nineteenth century the scale of commercialization increased sig- 
nificantly. This was due partly to a series of technical innovations 
in the printing industry, and partly to a gradual transformation in 
the financial basis of the media industries and their methods of 
economic valorization. Technical innovations, such as the devel- 
opment of Koenig’s steam press and, subsequently, the rotary 
printing press, greatly increased the reproductive capacity of the 
printing industry. They enabled the production of newspapers 
and other printed materials to be subjected to a set of processes - 
including the use of power machinery, the ramified división of 
labour within a factory system, etc. - which were revolutionizing 
other spheres of commodity production. At the same time, many 
Western societies experienced substantial growth of urban 
populations and, during the second half of the nineteenth century, 
significant increases in rales of literacy, so that there was a steadily 

expanding market for printed materials. . , 

As the printing industry became increasingly industrialized and 
the market expanded, the financial basis of the press began to 
change. Whereas the newspapers of the seventeenth and eight- 
eenth centuries had been aimed primarily at a restricted, relatively 
well-off and well-educated sector of the population, the newspa- 
per industry of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries became 
increasingly oriented towards a broader public. Technological 
developments and the abolition of taxes enabled prices to be 
reduced, and many newspapers adopted a lighter and livelier style 
of joumalism, as well as a more vivid style of presentation, in order 
to attract a wider readership. 54 As the readership expanded, com- 
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mercial advertising assumed an increasingly important role in the 
financial organization of the industry; newspapers became a vital 
médium for the sale of other goods and Services, and their capacity 
to secure advertising revenue was directly linked to the size and 
profile of their readership. Newspapers - and to some extern other 
sectors of the press - increasingly became large-scale commercial 
ventures which required relatively large quantities of capital in 
order to be initiated and sustained in the face of increasingly 
intense competition. The traditional proprietor-publisher who 
owned one or two newspapers as a family concern gradually gave 
way to the development of large-scale, multi-newspaper and mul- 
timedia organizations. 

The social and economic history of the media industries in the 
twentieth century is well documented and there is no need to 
describe it in detail here. 55 Processes of growth and consolidation 
have led to the increasing concentration of resources in many 
sectors of the industry, with fewer organizations commanding 
larger shares of the market. The degree of concentration is par- 
ticularly striking in the newspaper industry (although by no mcans 
unique to it); by the early 1990s in Britain, for instance, four large 
media groups controlled around 92 per cent of the circulation of 
national daily newspapers and around 89 per cent of the circula- 
tion of Sunday papers."’ 6 Moreover, the processes of growth and 
consolidation are increasingly assuming a multimedia character as 
large corporations acquire extensivo interests in various sectors of 
the media industries, from local and national newspapers to ter- 
restrial and satellite televisión, from book and magazine publish- 
ing to film production and distribution. Faced with the economic 
power of large corporations, many smaller media organizations 
have been squeczed out of existence or forced into defensive 
mergers. But the growing concentration of resources has not 
eliminated all smaller organizations or stifled the development of 
new enterprises capable of exploiting technological innovations, 
catering for specialist markets and providing a range of informa- 
tion- and communication-related Services. In many sectors of 
the media industries today, the dominance of large corporations 
coexists with a diverse array of smaller production and Service 
organizations, many of which are interconnected through subcon- 
tracting and out-sourcing arrangements. 57 

Partly through mergers, takcovers and other forms of diversifi- 
cation, large-scale communication conglomerares have emerged 
and assumed an increasingly important role in the media domain. 
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Communication conglomerates are transnarionaU multime^a 

oreanizations which have interests m a vanety of industries con 
cerned with Information and communication. Diversification on a 
elobal scale enables large corporations to expand ín ways that 
avoid the restrictions on ownership which apply m many nationa 
contexts; it To enables corporations to benefit from certain krntis 
of cross-subsidization. Today the major communication conglom- 
érales - such as Time Warner, the Bertelsmann group, Rupert 
Murdoch’s News Corporation, Silvio Berluscom’s Fm.nvest - 
ífave become tey playera in the media industries. These huge 
concentrations of economic and symbolic power provide mstitu 
tional bases for the production of information and symbolic con- 
tení and its circulation on a global scale. 

(2) The globalization of communication is a process whose on- 
SnsTan betraced back to tile mid-nineteentii century. In earher 
fenturies printed materials were commonly transponed over 
LTdistances and across the boundaries of States, kmgdoms and 
SS ! But in the course of the nineteenth century the 

intemational flow of information and comm^catmn assu^d a 

much more extensive and orgamzed form. The development oí 
tatemational news agencies based in tile ma,or commercial cines 
of Europe, together witii the expansión of communication net- 
works linking the peripheral regions of emp*es uatii their Euro- 
pean centres, established the beginnmgs of a ^obal^ystem^ 
communication and information processmg which has become 
increasingly ramified and complex. I shall reserve tiie analysis of 
this System and its consequences for a later chapter. 

(31 The uses of electrical energy for the purposes of commumca- 
tion were among the great discoveries of the nineteenth century. 
Te ley technical innfvations are well known - The &st £ xp^- 
ments with electromagnetic telegraphy were camed ou< . ,n the 
1830s in the United States, England and < G e ™= ® 

viable telegraph systems were established m the 1840s. Electro 
maÍe tic naifsmission was successfiilly adapted for the purposes 
oufonveying speech in the 1870s, paving the way for the develop- 
ment of telephone systems on a commercial scale. Dunng the last 
decade of the nmeteenth century Marconi and others began ex- 
perimenting with the transmission of signáis vía electromagnenc 
wavS Treby dispensing with the need for conduction wires. In 
1 «08 Marconi successfully transmitted signáis across 23km of 
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sea, and in 1899 he transmitted signáis across the English Chan- 
nel. The technology for transmitting speech via electromagnetic 
waves was developed during the first decade of the twentieth 
century by Fessenden and others. Following the First World War, 
Westinghouse in the United States and Marconi in England began 
experimenting with broadcasting - that is, the transmission of 
messages via electromagnetic waves to an indeterminate and po- 
tentially vast audience. The subsequent development of broad- 
casting systems - radio from the 1920s on, televisión from the late 
1940s on - was rapid and pervasive. 

The development and exploitation of these various technologies 
were interwoven in complex ways with economic, political and 
coercive power. Commercial, political and military interests 
played a vital role in the expansión of cable networks during the 
second half of the nineteenth century, as we shall see in a later 
chapter. Marconi’s early experiments in wireless telegraphy were 
supported by the British Post Office, the Admiralty and the War 
Office, and his first commercial contracts were with the British 
navy. Recognizing the commercial potential and strategic signifi- 
cance of radio, the British, Germán and American govemments 
and military establishments played an active role in its develop- 
ment. 59 The subsequent evolution of broadcasting systems took 
place within institutional frameworks which varied greatly from 
one national context to another and which generally represented 
some kind of settlement - subject to continuous review and rene- 
gotiation - between the commercial interests of the media indus- 
tries, on the one hand, and the political concern to regúlate, 
cultívate and control the new media, on the other. 

The media environment bequeathed to us by the developments of 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is today very 
much in flux. Partly this is a result of the intensification of pro- 
cesscs that were set in motion more than a century ago: the growth 
of communication conglomerates has contínued and their preda- 
tory activitics, in many contexts facilitated by the relaxation of 
govemment Controls, have reached feverish pitch; and the pro- 
cesses of globalization have deepened, as they continué to draw 
far-flung parts of the globe into cver tighter and more complex 
webs of interdependeney. But there are also new factors at work. 
Among these are the development of new forms of information 
Processing based on digital systems of codification, and the 
gradual convergence of information and communication tcchnol- 
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ogy on a common digital system of transmission, Processing and 
storage. 60 These developments are creating a new technical sce- 
nario in which information and symbolic contení can be con- 
verted rapidly and with relative ease into different forms, They 
offer the possibility of much greater flexibility, both in the hand- 
ling of information and in its transmission. We shall explore some 
of the implications of these developments - as well as some of the 
overly optimistic claims associated with them - in later chapters. 
But first I want to look back over the ground covered in this 
.chapter and try to elabórate a different way of thinking about the 
developments we have traced. 


The Rise of Mediated Interaction 


For most of human history, most forms of social interaction have 
been face-to-face. Individuáis interacted with one another prima- 
nly by coming together and exchanging symbolic forms, or engag- 
ing in other kinds of action, within a shared physical lócale. 
Traditions were primarily oral in character and depended for their 
survival on a continuous process of renewal, through storytelling 
and related activities, in contexts of face-to-face interaction. 
Henee traditions were somewhat open-ended in terms of their 
content, since the process of renewal was a series of Creative acts 
in which individuáis reiterated, as best they could, utterances and 
actions which were impressed in their memory or conduct - in 
much the same way as a medieval minstrel would reinvent a story 
each time it was told. Traditions were also relatively restricted in 
terms of their geographical reach, sínce their transmission was 
dependent on face-to-face interaction and on the physical move- 
ment of individuáis ffom one lócale to another. 

How did the development of communication media affect tra- 
ditional patterns of social interaction? How should we understand 
the social impact of the growing difiusion of media producís ffom 
the late fifteenth century on? In order to answer these questions, 
we have to see that the development of new media of communi- 
cation does not consist simply in the establishment of new net- 
works for the transmission of information between individuáis 
whose basic social relationships rernain intact. Rather, the devel- 
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interaction and new kinds of social relationships — forms which are 
quite different ffom the kind of face-to-face interaction which has 
prevailed for most of human history. It also brings about a com- 
plex reordering of pattems of human interaction across space and 
time. With the development of communication media, social 
interaction is separated ffom physical lócale, so that individuáis 
can internet with one another even though they do not share a 
common spatial-temporal setting. The use of communication 
media thus gives rise to new forms of interaction which are 
extended in space (and perhaps also in time), and which display a 
range of characteristics that differentiate them ffom face-to-face 
interaction. The use of communication media also gives rise to 
new forms of ‘action at a distance’ which enable individuáis to act 
for others who are dispersed in space and time, as well as enabling 
individuáis to act in response to actions and events taking place in 
distant locales. 

In this chapter I shall seek to develop a conceptual framework 
for the analysis of the forms of action and interaction created by 
the media. í shall begin by distinguishing three forms of interac- 
tion and analysing their main characteristics. I shall then focus on 
the type of interactional situation created by the ‘mass media’ and, 
taking the example of televisión, I shall examine its features in 
some detail. In the final two sections I shall explore some of the 
forms of action at a distance to which the use of communication 
media has given rise. 


Three Types of Interaction 

In order to explore the kinds of interactional situation created by 
the use of communication media, it is helpful to distinguish 
between three forms or types of interaction - what I shall cali 
‘face-to-face interaction’, ‘mediated interaction’ and ‘mediated 
quasi-intcraction’. Face-to-face interaction takes place in a context 
of co-presence ; the participants in the interaction are immediately 
present to one another and share a common spatial-temporal 
reference system. Henee participants can use dcictic expressions 
(‘here’, ‘now’, ‘this’, ‘that’, etc.) and assumc that they will be 
understood. If the referent of a demonstrative pronoun is unclear, 
the speaker can remove the ambiguity by pointing to the objcct in 
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the sense that it generally involves a two-way flow of information 
and communication; recipients can respond (at least in principie) 
to producers, and producers are also recipients of messages ad- 
dressed to them by the addressees of their own remarks. A further 
characteristic of face-to-face interaction is that the participants 
commonly employ a mulúplicity of symbolic cues in order to convey 
messages and to interpret messages conveyed by others. Words 
can be supplemented by winks and gestures, ffowns and smiles, 
changes in intonation and so on. Participants in face-to-face inter- 
action are constantly and routinely engaged in comparing the 
various symbolic cues employed by speakers, using them to re- 
duce ambiguity and to refinc their understanding of the message. 
If participants detect inconsistcncies, or cues that do not tally with 
one another, this can become a source of troublc which may 
threaten the continuation of the interaction and cast doubt on the 
sinccrity of the speaker. 

Face-to-face interaction can be contrasted with ‘mediated inter- 
action , by which I mean forms of interaction such as letter writ- 
ing, telephone conversations and so on. Mediated interaction 
involves the use of a tcchnical médium (paper, electrical wires, 
electromagnetic waves, etc.) which enables information or sym- 
bolic content to be transmitted to individuáis who are remóte in 
space, in time, or in both. (Mediated interaction is stretched across 
space and time, and it thereby acquires a number of characteris- 
tics which differentiate it ffom face-to-face interaction. Whereas 
face-to-face interaction takes place in a context of co-presence, 
the participants in mediated interaction are located in contexts 
which are spatially and/or temporally distinct. The participants do 
not share the same spatial-temporal reference system and cannot 
assumc that others will understand the deictic expressions they 
use. Henee participants must always consider how much con- 
textúa] information should be ineluded in the exchange — for 
example, by putting the place and date at the top of a letter, or by 
identifying oneself at the beginning of a telephone conversation. 

Mediated interaction also involves a certain narrowing of the 
range of symbolic cues which are available to participants. Com- 
munication by means of letters, for instance, deprives the partici- 
pants of a range of cues associatcd with physical co-presence 
(gestures, facial expressions, intonation, etc.), while other sym- 
bolic cues (thosc linked to writing) are accentuated. Similarly, 
communication by means of telephone deprives the participants 
of the visual cues associated with face-to-face interaction while 
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of symbolic cues, mediated interaction provides participaras vvith 
-ifewer symbolic devices for the reduction of ambiguity. Henee 
mediated interaction acquires a somewhat more open-ended 
character than face-to-face interaction. As the range of sym- 
bolic cues is narrowed, individuáis have to fall back more and 

j more on their own resources in order to interpret the messages 

I conveyed. . . T 

Let us now consider the third forra of interaction - what I have 
called ‘mediated quasi-interaction’. I use this term to refer to the 
kinds of social relations established by the media of mass commu- 
nication (books, newspapers, radio, televisión, etc.). 1 Like medi- 
ated interaction, this third form of interaction involves the 
extended availability of information and symbolic contera m 
space and/or time - in other words, mediated quasi-interaction is 
stretched across space and time. In many cases it also involves a 
certain narrowing of the range of symbolic cues by companson 
with face-to-face interaction. However, there are two key respects 
in which mediated quasi-interaction differs ffom both face-to-face 
interaction and mediated interaction. In the first place, the partici- 
paras in face-to-face interaction and mediated interaction are 
oriented towards specific others, for whom they produce actions, 
utterances, etc.; but in the case of mediated quasi-interaction, 
symbolic forras are produced for an indefinite range of potential 
recipients. Second, whereas face-to-face interaction and mediated 
interaction are dialogical, mediated quasi-interaction is mono- 
logical in character, in the sense that the flow of commumcation 
is predominantly one-way. The reader of a book, for instance, is 
primarily the recipient of a symbolic form whose producer does 
not require (and generally does not receive) a direct and ímmedi- 

ate response. 2 . 

Since mediated quasi-interaction is monological m character 
and involves the production of symbolic forms for an indefinite 
range of potential recipients, it is best regarded as a kind of quasi- 
interaction. It does not have the degree of reciprocity and ínter- 
personal specificity of other forms of interaction, whether 
mediated or face-to-face. But mediated quasi-interaction is, none 
the less, a form of interaction. It creates a certain kind of social 
situation in which individuáis are linked together in a process of 
communication and symbolic exchange. It is a structured situa- 
tion in which some individuáis are engaged primarily m producing 
symbolic forms for others who are not physically presera, while 


others are involved primarily in receiving symbolic forms pro- 
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duced by others to whom they cannot respond, but with whom 
they can form bonds of ffiendship, affection or loyalty. 

Table 3.1 summarizes some of the similarities and differences 
between the three types of interaction. The table shows that both 
mediated interaction and mediated quasi-interaction differ ffom 
face-to-face interaction in terms of their space-time constitution 
and the range of available symbolic cues. But mediated quasi- 
interaction differs ffom mediated interaction in terms of its action 
orientation and its monological character. 

In distinguishing between these three types of interaction, I do 
not wish to suggest that specific interactional situations will always 
concur neatly with one of the three types. On the contrary, many 
of the interactions which develop in the flow of day-to-day life 
may involve a mixture of different forms of interaction - they 
have, in other words, a hybrid character. For example, individuáis 


Table 3. 1 Types of interaction 


Interactional 

characteristics 

Face-to-face 

interaction 

Mediated 

interaction 

Mediated 

quasi- 

interaction 

Space-time 

constitution 

Context of co- 
presence; shared 
spatial-temporal 
reference system 

Separation of 
contexts; 
extended 
availability in 
time and space 

Separation of 
contexts; 
extended 
availability in 
time and 
space 

Range of 
symbolic 
cues 

Multiplicity of 
symbolic cues 

Narrowing of 
the range of 
symbolic cues 

Narrowing of 
the range of 
symbolic cues 

Action 

orientation 

Oriented 

towards 

specific 

others 

Oriented 

towards 

specific 

others 

Oriented 
towards an 
indefinite 
range of 
potential 
recipients 

Dialogical/ 

Dialogical 

Dialogical 

Monological 


monological 
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may have a discussion with others in the room while they are 
watching televisión) thus combining face-to-face interaction and 
mediated quasi-interaction in the same interactional situation. 
Similarly, a televisión programme may involve face-to-face inter- 
action between members of a panel and members of a studio 
audience, although the relation between these individuáis taken 
together and the diverse recipients of the TV programme remains 
a form of mediated quasi-interaction. It would be easy to adduce 
more complex variations (for example, some individuáis phone in 
questions to members of a studio panel, whose responses are 
heard or seen by listeners or viewers, and so on). One of the merits 
of the analytical framework outlined above is that it enables us to 
sepárate out the different types of interaction involved in complex 
situations of this kind. It enables us to analyse these situations 
with some degree of rigour and precisión, and thereby to avoid 
some of the misunderstandings that could arise from a hasty 
characterization of the interactional situations created by the me- 
dia. (We shall consider some of these misunderstandings later.) 

A further qualification should be added at this stage: in distin- 
guishing three types of interaction, I do not want to suggest that 
these are the only possible types, or that this typology will suffice 
for all possible scenarios. I do not wish to preelude the possibility 
that new forms of interaction might be created by, for example, 
the development of new communication technologies which allow 
for a greater degree of input from recipients. 3 The analytical 
framework outlined above is intended as a heuristic device whose 
valué should be judged by its usefulness; one can leave open the 
possibility that a more elabórate analytical framework might be 
required for specific purposes. 

Later in the chapter I shall use this analytical framework to 
examine some of the interactional features of the social relation- 
ships established by the media. But first I want to show how, used 
historically, this framework can help us to assess the significance 
of the development of new media of communication from the 
mid-fifteenth century on. Prior to the early modem period in 
Europe, and until quite recently in some other parís of the world, 
the exchange of information and symbolic contení was, for most 
people, a process that took place exclusively within the context of 
face-to-face situations. Forms of mediated interaction and quasi- 
interaction did exist, but they were restricted to a relatively small 
sector of the population. To particípate in mediated interaction or 
quasi-interaction required special skills - such as the capacity to 


The Rise of Mediated Interaction 87 

mercial or ecclesiastical elites. However, with the rise of the print- 
ing industry in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe and its 
subsequent development in other parís of the world, and with the 
emergence of various types of electronic media in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, face-to-face interaction has been increas- 
ingly supplemented by forms of mediated interaction and quasi- 
interaction. To an ever increasing extern, the exchange of 
information and symbolic content in the social world takes place 
in contexts of mediated interaction and quasi-interaction, rather 
than in contexts of face-to-face interaction between individuáis 
who share a common lócale. 

The historical rise of mediated interaction and quasi-interaction 
has not necessarily been at the expense of face-to-face interaction. 
In some cases, the difíusion of media produets has provided a 
stimulus for interaction in face-to-face situations - in the way, as 
we have seen, that books in early modem Europe were commonly 
read aloud to individuáis who had gathered together to hear the 
written word. Indeed, many books in the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries were composed with a view to being read aloud: 
they were addressed to the ear as well as the eye, and were thus 
produced with the aim of being re-embedded in contexts of face- 
to-face interaction. 4 But the growing importance of mediated 
interaction and quasi-interaction, and the gradual development of 
new forms of reception and appropriation (such as the develop- 
ment of reading as a silent, solitary practice 5 ), do mean that social 
life in the modem world is increasingly made up of forms of 
interaction which are not face-to-face in character. With the rise of 
mediated interaction and quasi-interaction, the ‘interaction mix’ 
of social life has changed. Individuáis are increasingly likely to 
acquire information and symbolic content from sources other 
than the persons with whom they interact directly in their day-to- 
day Uves. The creation and renewal of traditions are processes that 
become increasingly bound up with mediated symbolic exchange. 
In subsequent chapters we shall explore some of the consequences 
of this transformation. 


The Social Organization of Mediated Quasi-interaction 
So far I have been concemed to distinguish between several forms 
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In this section I want to focus on mediated quasi-interaction and 
to examine its features in more detail. It is helpful to begin by 
introducing a further distinction - this time drawn from the work 
of Goffman. 6 Any action or performance takes place within a 
particular interactive framework which involves certain assump- 
tions and conventions as well as the physical features of the setting 
(spatial layout, fumiture, equipment, dress, etc.). An individual 
acting within this framework will to some extent adapt his or her 
behaviour to it, seeking to project a self-image which is more or 
less compatible with the framework and with the impression that 
the individual wishes to convey. The action framework, and the 
features that are accentuated by the individuáis acting within it, 
comprise what Goffman calis the ‘front región’. 7 Actions and 
aspects of self which are felt to be inappropriate, or which might 
discredit the image that the person is seeking to project, are 
suppressed and reserved for other settings and encounters - for 
settings that may be described as ‘back regions’ relative to the 
front región in which the action takes place. In back regions 
individuáis often act in ways that knowingly contradict the images 
they seek to project in front regions. In back regions they relax and 
allow themselves to lower their guard - that is, they no longer 
require themselves to monitor their own actions with the same 
high level of reflexivity generally deployed while acting in front 
regions. 

The distinction between front región and back regions is sel- 
dom clear-cut, and individuáis are constantly involved in adapting 
their behaviour to shifting boundaries. In some cases the back 
regions may simply be located around the periphery of a front 
región, in such a way that actors can withdraw from the main 
performance with relative ease; but in these cases there is always 
a risk that the back-region behaviour may be seen or overheard. 
The fuzziness of boundaries between regions can be minimized by 
erecting physical boundaries. In restaurants, for example, the 
kitchens are generally separated from the dining areas by corridors 
or swinging doors; and many business premises have reception 
areas which are set apart from the working areas, and from which 
the working areas cannot be seen. The passage between front 
región and back regions is often strictly controlled, since back- 
region behaviour might compromise the impression that individu- 
áis or organizations wish to cultívate. 

The distinction between front región and back región is typical 
of many action contexts, irrespective of whether they involve the 
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use of a technical médium of communication. But the use of 
communication media can have a quite profound impact on the 
nature of front and back regions and the relation between them. 
Since mediated interaction generally involves a separation of the 
contexts within which the participants are situated, it establishes 
an interactive framework that consists of two or more front 
regions which are separated in space and perhaps also in time. 
Each of these front regions has its own back regions, and each 
participant in the mediated interaction must seek to manage the 
boundary between them. In the course of a telephone conversa- 
tion, for example, an individual may seek to suppress noises which 
arise from the physical lócale in which he or she is speaking — the 
sound of a televisión, the comments or laughter of a friend or 
colleague, etc. - as such noises may be regarded as back-region 
behaviour relativo to the mediated interaction. By locating the 
telephone in a special room, or in a space that can be sequestered 
by closing doors, the risk of ¡nterfercnce from back-region behav- 
iour can be greatly rcduced. 

In the case of technically mediated quasi-interaction, the inter- 
active framework is fragmented in a way that distinguishes it from 
the kind of mediated interaction which occurs in a telephone 
convcrsation. Symbolic forms are produced in one context (what 
I shall cali the ‘interactive framework of production’) and rcceivcd 
in a multiplicity of other contexts (the ‘interactive frameworks of 
reception ). Each of these contexts is characterized by its own 
regions and regional demarcations. Sincc the flow of communica- 
tion is predominantly onc-way, the front región of the framework 
of production is typically available to the recipients and is therc- 
fore a front región relative to the frameworks of reception. But the 
reverse does not hold: that is, the regions in the reception spherc 
do not dircctly impinge on the framework of production, and 
henee are not, strictly speaking, front regions and back regions 
relative to this framework. 

The interactive framework of reception may serve not only as a 
setting for the quasi-interaction mediated by the televisión or 
other technical forms, but also as a setting for face-to-facc interac- 
on which bears some añinity to the activity of reception. Indi- 
iduals watching televisión or listening to music, for instancc, may 
teract with one another while they particípate in the activity of 
reception. In such cases, the extent to which the activity of recep- 
tion provides the principal focus of the face-to-face interaction 
ill vary from one instancc to another. The conversational con- 
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tent of the face-to-face interaction may be determined largely by 
the activity of reception, as when individuáis are involved in 
commenting on the messages or images received. In other cases, 
the activity of reception may be largely peripheral to the face-to- 
face interaction, and the reception of mediated symbolic forms 
may be little more than background music or noise for a conver- 
sation that takes place face-to-face. 

Of course, individuáis who engage in interaction, whether me- 
diated or face-to-face, are always drawing on skills and accumu- 
lated resources of various kinds. Their action is always part of a 
structured field of interaction which both creates and limits the 
range of opportunities available to them. But in the cases of 
mediated interaction and quasi-interaction, the fields of interac- 
tion acquire an additional complexity, since they are now 
stretched across extended reaches of space (and perhaps also of 
time), and since the participants may be situated in contexts 
which are quite diverse in terms of their institutional and struc- 
tural characteristics. 

Figures 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 summarize and illus trate some of the 
differences in the social organization of face-to-face interaction, 
mediated interaction and mediated quasi-interaction. We can de- 
velop this account further by considering an example of mediated 
quasi-interaction and comparing it with face-to-face interaction. 
There are, of course, many different kinds of mediated quasi- 
interaction, and their characteristics differ in certain respects, 
depending on the nature of the technical médium, the typical 
mode of appropriation, and so on. Here I shall focus on the 
example of televisión and examine some of its interactional fea- 
tures. 

One of the technical achievements of televisión is that it is able 
to employ a wide range of symbolic cues, of both an audio and a 
visual kind. Whereas most other technical media restrict the range 
of symbolic cues to a single type of symbolic form (such as the 
spoken or the written word), televisión has a symbolic richness 
which endows the televisión experience with some of the features 
of face-to-face interaction: the communicators can be seen as well 
as heard, they move through time and space in much the same 
way as participants in everyday social interaction, and so on. 
Nevertheless, the range of symbolic cues available to the televisión 
viewer is different from, and in some respects narrower than, the 
range available to the participants in face-to-face interaction. It is 
different because the televisión focuses the recipients’ attention on 
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Figure 3. 1 The social organization of face-to-face interaction 


certain features at the expense of others and is able to employ a 
range of techniques (flashbacks, voice-overs, the use of archival 
material, etc.) which are not characteristic of face-to-face interac- 
tion. But in some respects televisión also narrows the range of 
symbolic cues. While televisión is much richer in symbolic terms 
than many other technical media, there are none the less a range 
of symbolic cues that cannot be transmitted by it, such as those 
associated with smell or touch. Moreover, the participants in the 
quasi-interaction created by televisión are deprived of the kinds of 
continuous and immediate feedback which are characteristic of 
face-to-face interaction, and which interactional participants 
routinely incorpórate into the reflexive monitoring of their 
conduct. 

Like all forms of mediated interaction and quasi-interaction, 
televisión involvcs the separation of the contexts of production 
and reception, so that the messages transmitted by it have ex- 
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Figure 3.2 The social organizaron of technically mediated interaction 


tended availability in space and time. But the implications of this 
a tended availability are somewhat different in the case of televi- 
sión than in other types of mediated quasi-interaction, precisely 
because the individuáis who communicate through televisión can 
be seen to act within a specific spatial-temporal context. In order 
to these issues further, it is helpful to distinguish between 

three sets of space-time coordinates. First, there are the space- 
time coordinates of the context of production - that is, of the 
context within which the communicators act and interact with one 
another. Second, there are the space-time coordinates of the 
televisual message itself. These coordinates may or may not coin- 
cide with those characteristic of the context of production; the 
coordinates can be altered, obscured or entirely redefined by 
editing and other techniques. Third, there are the space-time 
coordinates of the diverse contexts ofreception. The quasi-inter- 
action created by televisión involves a continuous process of spli- 
cing together these three sets of coordinates, a process that I shall 
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Figure 3.3 The social organization of mediated quasi-interaction 


describe as ‘space-time interpolation’. In receiving televisual mes- 
sages, individuáis routinely orient themselves towards space-time 
coordinates which differ from those characteristic of their contexts 
of reception, and interpólate mediated space-time coordinates 
into the spatial-temporal ffameworks of their everyday lives. 
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Televisual quasi-interaction thus creates what we can cali dis- 
continuous space-time experience. Individuáis watching televisión 
must to some extern suspend the space-time frameworks of their 
everyday lives and temporarily orient themselves towards a dif- 
ferent set of space-time coordinates; they become space-time 
travellers who are involved in negotiating between different space- 
time frameworks and relating their mediated experience of other 
times and places back to the contexts of their everyday lives. The 
ability to negotiate these frameworks and retum safely to the 
contexts of everyday life is part of the skilí possessed by individuáis 
as competent televisión viewers. Televisual messages provide 
them with a variety of symbolic cues to guide them in this process. 
A typical evening news programme in Britain, for instance, may 
begin with an aerial view of London or a shot of Big Ben striking 
the hour at which the programme begins; and special reports from 
different parts of the world are generally accompanied by recog- 
nizabíe images (the White House, the Kremlin, etc.) and by 
prefatory and concluding remarks which remove any doubt about 
the place from which the repórter is speaking. The viewer who 
tums on the news will be prepared to travel in this vicarious way 
to different parts of the world, but will assume that the temporal 
disjunction is relatively small (no more, in most cases, than a 
day). 

The successful accomplishment of televisual quasi-interaction 
depends on the extent to which recipients are able to negotiate 
effectively the different space-time frameworks which are in play. 
If viewers tune in to a news report or documentary midstream and 
are unsure about the space-time coordinates of the events por- 
trayed, they may feel bewildered or disoriented. They will search 
for symbolic cues that may help to orient them to the space-time 
coordinates of the programme and of the world portrayed in it. 
Until they have established these coordinates, they may find it 
difñcult to make sense of the message and to relate it to the 
contexts of their daily life. 

In examining the spatial and temporal characteristics of 
televisual quasi-interaction, I have uscd the cxamplc of watching 
news. It is clear that watching news, and other programmcs that 
seek to present or portray actual persons or events, involves a 
certain type of space-time interpolaron, precisely because the 
persons or events are generally assumed by viewers to exist in 
real space and real time - albeit in a space and a time which is 
non-contiguous and non-contemporancous with the space-time 
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coordinates of the contexts of reception. This interpolation of 
space-time regions which are presumed to be real can be distin- 
guished from the kinds of interpolation involved in watching 
programmes which viewers know or believe to be fictional in 
character. In such cases viewers typically orient themselves to- 
wards specific sets of space-time coordinates, guided once again 
by a variety of symbolic cues (such as the title of a programme or 
series - Dallas , Miami Vice , LA Law s NYPD Blue , etc.); but 
viewers typically suspend the assumption that these coordinates 
correspond to real space and real time. They interpólate a space- 
time that is presumed to be imaginary, although it may also be 
presumed to bear a fictive relation to a real place and a real time 
(for instance, Dallas, Texas). In a later chaptcr I shall consider in 
more detai! the ways in which individuáis experience the various 
worlds that are presented to them through televisión and other 
media. Here I wish only to cali attention to the fact that watching 
televisión presupposes a kind of space-time interpolation which 
involves imaginary as wcll as real space-time, and that viewers are 
continuously and routinely engaged in negotiating the boundaries 
between them. 

Televisual quasi-interaction can be analysed, therefore, in terms 
of the interscction of different planes of space-time coordinates. 
Unlike face-to-facc interaction, in which the space-time coordi- 
nates of the participants are the same or very similar, televisual 
quasi-interaction involves different sets of space-time coordinates 
which must be spliced together by recipients. Competent viewers 
are skilled space-time interpolators: they know which symbolic 
cues to look for, and they use these cues skilfully to orient them- 
selves toward the space-time coordinates of the message and of 
the world portrayed therein. Their experience of space and time is 
no longer restricted by the physical movement of their bodies 
through space and time, or by their facc-to-face interaction with 
others in a shared lócale. Their experience of space and time 
becomes increasingly discontinuous, as they are able to move 
between worlds, both real and imaginary, at the flick of a switch. 
And yet, despite this increased mobility, the space-time frame- 
work of the context of reception remains the ‘anchor frame’ for 
most viewers, since their life projeets are rooted primarily in the 
practical contexts of their day-to-day lives. (We shall retum to this 
theme in chapter 7.) 

Let us now tum our attention to another aspect of televisión: its 
monologica! character. Like all forms of mediated quasi-interac- 
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tion, televisión involves a predominantly one-way flow of mes- 
sages from producers to recipients. The messages that are ex- 
changed in the televisual quasi-interaction are produced 
overwhelmingly by one set of participants and transmitted to an 
indefinite range of recipients, who themselves have relatively little 
opportunity to contribute directly to the course and contení of the 
quasi-interaction. There are, of course, some avenues of interven- 
tion open to recipients. They can telephone or write to televisión 
companies to express their approval or disapproval of particular 
programmes. They can form pressure groups in an attempt to 
influence programming schedules. Some channels have right to 
reply’ programmes which enable a small number of selected view- 
ers to express their opinions. But, in practice, these avenues of 
recipient intervention are used by relatively few individuáis. For 
the vast majority of recipients the only way in which they intervene 
in the quasi-interaction is by deciding whether to initiate it by 
turning on the TV, to continué it by leaving it on and paying some 
degree of attention to it, or to cióse it down by ignoring it, 
changing channels or turning it off. 

The structural asymmetry between producers and receivers is 
not the only consequence of the monological character of televi- 
sión. By virtue of its monological character and the separation of 
contexts associated with it, televisual quasi-interaction (and the 
relationships formed therein) is severed from the reflexive mom- 
toring of others’ responses which is a routine and constant feature 
of face-to-face interaction. In face-to-face situations, the inter- 
locutors are able (and are generally obliged) to take account of the 
ways in which others respond to what they say, and to modify their 
subsequent actions and utterances in the light of these responses. 
If, for instance, the person to whom one is speaking fails to give 
off the signs which indícate that he or she is following what is 
being said (a lack of eye contact, the absence of an affirming ‘yes’ 
or ‘uh-huh’, etc.), then the speaker may interrupt the narrative 
with a probe designed specifically to elicit a response (‘Are you 
listening to me?’) or with an elliptical probe which enables the 
speaker to determine whether the other is following without mak- 
ing the doubt explicit. In so far as mediated interaction (such as a 
telephone conversation) is dialogical, it too involves the reflexive 
monitoring of others’ responses, although the symbolic mecha- 
nisms and cues which are available to participants for this purpose 
are generally more restricted than they are in face-to-face interac- 
tion. (Verbal indications of recipient response, such as ‘yes’ and 
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‘uh-huh’, are particularly important in telephone conversations, 
precisely because of the absence of visual cues.) 8 

In mediated quasi-interaction in general, and televisual quasi- 
interaction in particular, the reflexive monitoring of others’ re- 
sponses is not a constitutive feature of the interaction as such. 
Moreover, the absence of reflexive monitoring of others’ re- 
sponses is a characteristic of quasi-interaction of which the partici- 
pants - producers as well as recipients - are aware, and which they 
routinely incorpórate into their own modes of participation. It is a 
characteristic which is both enabling and constraining for partici- 
pants, a source of interactional creativity and liberty as well as a 
source of uncertainty, inaction and trouble. From the viewpoint of 
the producers, it enables them to determine the course and con- 
tent of the quasi-interaction without having to take account of 
recipient response. This gives the producers much more liberty 
than they would typically have in face-to-face interaction. They do 
not have to pay attention to the recipients and try to determine 
whether they are following what is being said, and they do not 
have to respond to the interventions of others. But the absence of 
reflexive monitoring of others’ responses is also a potential source 
of uncertainty and trouble for producers, since they are deprived 
of the kinds of continuous and immediate feedback which would 
enable them to determine whether and how their messages are 
being received and understood. One way of countering this uncer- 
tainty is to tum the production process into a face-to-face inter- 
action, as in chat shows and panel discussions, a strategy to which 
we shall return below. 

From the viewpoint of recipients, the absence of reflexive moni- 
toring of others’ responses means that recipients are at liberty to 
determine the degree of attention they pay to the producers. They 
can direct their attention towards or away from the producers at 
will, and they are under no obligation to display the signs of 
understanding Which are constituent features- of face-to-face and 
mediated interaction. They can respond to the producers and 
their messages in any way they wish (with laughter or abuse, with 
pleasure or pain, with interest, apathy or total disregard), and do 
Sb without disrupting the quasi-interaction or offending the pro- 
ducers. In this sense, the recipients are much less constrained in 
the nature and extern of their participation in the quasi-interac- 
tion than are the interlocutors in a face-to-face situation. On the 
óther hand, unlike the latter, the responses of the recipients do not 
directly and immediately affect the content of the quasi-interac- 
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tion. The recipients can control the nature and extent of their 
participation and can use the quasi-interaction to suit their own 
necds and purposcs, but thcy havc relativcly iittle power to inter- 
vene in the quasi-interaction and determine its coursc and 
content. 

I have used the term ‘participation’ to describe the involvement 
of individuáis in televisual quasi-interaction. But it is clear that, by 
virtue of the absence of reflexive monitoring of others’ responses 
and the structural asymmetry of producers and receivers, the kind 
of participation characteristic of quasi-interaction is quite differ- 
ent from that which occurs in facc-to-facc situations. Whilc face- 
to-face situations commonly involve significant differentials of 
power and resources, nevertheless they are characterized by fun- 
damental forms of reflexivity and reciprocity which are absent 
from televisual quasi-interaction. The participants in face-to-face 
interaction routinely monitor the responses of others, and rou- 
tinely provide signs which assure others of their participation. The 
participants can in principie intervene in and contribute to the 
conversaron, even if in practice they do not. Since televisual 
quasi-interaction iacks these fundamental forms of reflexivity and 
reciprocity, it would be more accurate to describe the involvement 
of producers and recipients as a kind of ‘quasi-participation’. 
Neither producers ñor recipients are under any mutual obligation 
to take account of the responses of the other; and the position of 
the recipients is such that their responses could not, in any case, 
be taken into account by the producers as a constitutive feature of 
the quasi-interaction. 

Let us now consider in more detail the nature of the social 
relationship estabíished through mediated quasi-interaction. As a 
result of the structural asymmetry and symbolic richness of televi- 
sión, some of the producers (namely, those located in the front 
región of the production framework) are available to recipients in 
a unique and distinctive way - they have what one could describe 
as ‘tele-visibility’. The distinctive feature of tele-visibility is that it 
combines audio-visual presence with spatial-temporal distance. 
Henee the producers are present to the recipients but absent from 
the context of reception. This distinctive combination of presence 
and absence is constitutive of the relationship that recipients form 
with producers. The persons that recipients come to know 
through televisión are ‘personalities’ (or ‘personae’ 9 ) whose traits 
are defined largely within the front región of the production 
sphere (supplcmcnted by refinements and elaborations in related 
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media, such as newspapers and magazines). These personalities 
are constructed at a distance, and the relationship estabíished 
between personalities and recipients is quite different from the 
kinds of relationships formed in face-to-face interaction. For 
recipients, the producers are personalities with whom they can 
sympathize or empathize, whom they can like or dislike, detest or 
revere; but the traits of these personalities cannot normally be 
refined or controvcrtcd by the kind of dialogical interaction char- 
acteristic of face-to-face interaction. Henee TV personalities can 
acquire an ‘aura’ which is sustained in part by the distance that 
separates personalities from viewers. In exceptional circumstances 
this distance may be bridged - as, for cxample, when viewers meet 
a televisión celebrity, or when individuáis encounter a political 
leader known to them only through the media. But the odd and 
somewhat awkward character of such cncounters attests to the 
fact that the relationship estabíished through televisión is one 
which does not normally involve the sharing of a common lócale. 

For producers, the relationship estabíished with recipients is 
also a peculiar one. Recipients are, for the most part, anonymous 
and invisible spectators of a performance to which they cannot 
contribute dircctly, but without whom the performance would not 
exist. Tele-visibility is not reciprocal with regard to producers and 
recipients. Producers can be seen and heard, but they can neither 
see ñor hear the recipients; recipients, by contrast, can see and 
hear producers, but can be neither seen ñor heard by them. Whilc 
producers are in a position to determine the course and content of 
the performance, they are nevertheless dependent on recipients 
for their continued existence as performers. Henee producers 
relate to recipients not as co-present partners in a dialogue (for 
they cannot be that), but rather as anonymous spectators who can 
be pleased or persuaded, entertained or informed, whose atten- 
tion can be held or lost and whose spectatorship is the sine qua non 
of their own existence as producers. While recipients depend on 
producers for the content of the performance which they witness 
when they turn on the televisión, producers in tum depend on 
recipients for their willingness to watch and for the support af- 
forded by their spectatorship. The relationship between producers 
and recipients is a bond of mutual dcpendence, though the nature 
of the dependence varíes in each case. 

Later we shall retum to the nature of the social relationship 
estabíished between producers and recipients, exploring in par- 
ticular the distinctive bonds of intimacy that may be formed 
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through mediated quasi-interaction. In the remaining sectíons of 
this chapter I want to focus in tum on the sphere of production 
and the sphere of reception, examining in more detall the ktnds ot 
action that take place in each. \ 


Action at a Distance (1): Acting for Distant Others 


The development of communication media not only creates new 
forms of interaction, it also gives rise to new kinds of acüon whtch 
have distinctive characteristics and consequences. The most gen- 
eral characteristic of these new kinds of action ís that they are 
oriented towafds or responsive to actions or other persons who are 
situated in contexts that are spatially (and perhaps also tempo- 
rally) remóte. In other words, the development of communication 
media has given rise to new kinds of ‘action at a distance which 
have become increasingly common in the modem world. Whereas 
in earlier societies actions and thcir consequences were gencrally 
restricted to contexts of facc-to-face interaction and their ímmedi- 
ate environs. today it is common for individuáis to onent their 
actions towards others who do not share the same spaual-tempo- 
ral lócale, or for their actions to have consequences which spill 
well beyond their immediate locales. 

The growing significance of action at a distance is not on > 
linked to the development of new communication media. A whole 
range of technological innovations - ffom gunpowder to nuclear 
fission, from electricity to information technology - have extended 
the reach of human action in space and time, sometirnes in 
unforeseen and unforcseeable ways. But the development of com- 
munication media has created new kinds of action at a distance 
which have distincüve characteristics. Hcre I shall restrict myscL 
once again to the médium of televisión and examine somc of the 
forms of action made possible by it. , . . | 

Consider first the context of production. Although recipients 
are not physically present in the production sphere and do not 
directly contribute to the course and contcnt of the performance, 
producers typically orient their behaviour towards recipients. i e 
recipient orientation of producers’ behaviour is partly constitutive . 
of the action itself, although this can occur in vanous ways. Hete I 
I shall distinguish and examine briefly four forms of acting lor , 


The Rise of Mediated Interaction 101 

distant others - what I shall cali ‘recipient address’, ‘mediated 
everyday activity’, ‘media events’ and ‘fictionalized action’. 

The most straightforward type of acting for distant others is 
recipient address , which can be either direct or indirect. Direct 
recipient address occurs when producers face the camera and 
speak to it, so that viewers have the impression of being spoken to. 
The speech of the producer is a monologue addressed to an 
indefinite number of absent recipients. An example of direct re- 
cipient address is the traditional news broadeast, where the broad- 
caster faces the camera and reads a text that is carefully prepared 
in advance. Direct recipient address is a somewhat austere form of 
action and is seldom used today in an unmodified form. The 
individual news broadeaster has in many cases been replaced by a 
pair or team of broadeasters who can, from time to time, engage 
in conversation among themselves in order to break up the mo- 
notony of a monologue addressed to absent others. Vivid film 
footage is used to engage the attention of viewers and provide 
them with visual alternatives to the ‘talking head’. The ffont 
región of the broadeasting set has also been modified in various 
ways. In some cases, for example, the wall behind the néwsreader 
has been replaced by a glass barricr, so that viewers can see a 
range of ncwsroom activity in the background. The construction 
of a glass barricr is a way of redrawing the boundary between 
front-region and back-rcgion behaviour in the production sphere. 
It enables viewers to see (but not to hear, apart from the occa- 
sional sound of a muffied telephonc) a limited range of activity 
which was traditionally treated as back-region behaviour, and it 
\ uses this expanded visibility as a way of countcring the visual 
blandness of direct recipient address. 

The reading of the news is a routinc form of direct recipient 
address: it is schcduled to take place at a fixed time and on a 
regular basis, and recipients can intégrate it into the temporal flow 
0 of their daily lives. But there are also cxceptional forms of direct 
recipient address, such as a presidential or prime ministerial ad- 
ess to the nation. The very existcnce of such an address is an 
traordinary phenomenon which attests to extraordinary circum- 
inces - a nation in the midst or on the verge of war, for example, 
a government cngulfcd by scandal. The extraordinary circum- 
ces often endow the occasion with a solemn character: it is an 
easion on which the pre-eminent política] leader chooses to 
ass the normal channels of information diñusion and address 
ectly the people on whose support he or she ultimately de- 
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pends. It is also an occasion on which the leader may seek to 
outmanoeuvre the opposition he or she faces in the more re- 
stricted political field of professional representatives; by appealing 
o ver the heads of the professionals, leaders can seek to marginalize 
their opposition and to portray it as petty, vindictive or obstruc- 
tionist. As a direct presentation to the people, a presidential or 
prime ministerial address has an essentially personal character. 
Henee the leader and the production team must take great care to 
strike the right balance between solemnity and intimacy. This 
balance will be reflected in the speech, which is likely to combine, 
for instance, the pronouncement of general principies and lofty 
ideáis with the use of personal pronouns (T, ‘y° u ’> ‘we’, etc.) and 
the recounting of personal experience. Given the personal charac- 
ter of the address, impassioned discourse and fiery rhetoric would 
be out of place; a calmer and more informal conversational 
style, woven together with carefiilly constructed moments of self- 
disclosure, is a more suitable form of speech . 10 The balance be- 
tween solemnity and intimacy will also be reflected in the design 
of the ffont región. The set will often inelude a recognizable 
Symbol of national identity, such as a flag standing discreetly in 
the comer or a suitable portrait hanging on the wall; but the leader 
may also be seated in a room which could reasonably be construed 
as a study or as part of a prívate domestic space, with additional 
cosiness created by a fire buming in the background. In some 
cases the leader may inelude members of his or her family in the 
ffont región, thereby creating a kind of familial intimacy which 
may facilítate the attempt to communicate personal matters in a 
public way or public matters in a personal way. 

We can distinguish these forms of recipient address, both of 
which are direct, ffom indirect recipient address. The latter occurs 
when the ffont región of the production sphere becomes a site for 
face-to-face interaction among producers who, in interacting with 
one another, indirectly address a range of absent recipients. Al- 
though the producers must orient themselves towards the others 
who are in their immediate vicinity, they know that they are 
simultaneously addressing distant others and they take this into 
account, as best they can, in the way they present and express 
themselves. By transforming the ffont región into a site of face-to- 
face interaction, indirect recipient address enables producers to 
replace monologue with dialogue and to remove some of the 
uncertainty associated with mediated quasi-interaction. The face- 
to-face situation allows the speakers to adopt a more conversa- 
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tional style and enables them to monitor reflexively the responses 
of others. At the same time, however, indirect recipient address 
creates a situation in which the audience is split between co- 
present participants and absent viewcrs, giving rise to the possibil- 
ity of tensión or conflict between modes of address which are well 
tailored to one kind of audience but ill-suited to the other. 

There are many examples of indirect recipient address: tele- 
vised interviews, press confcrences, chat shows, panel discussions 
(with or without a studio audience), televised party conferences, 
televised proceedings of Parliamcnt or of special committees of 
inquiry, and so on." If we consider for a moment the example of 
an interview with a prominent political leader like the US Presi- 
dent, wc can see that this situation differs in important ways from 
direct recipient address. The occurrence of the interview is cer- 
tainly an important event which is likely to be preceded and 
succeeded by a good deal of media commentary, but the occasion 
lacks the kind of solemnity characteristic of a presidential address 
to the nation. It is an important event but not an extraordinary 
one and, unlike the presidential address, it docs not presuppose a 
set of extraordinary circumstances with regard to which it can be 
seen as a magisterial response. Since the interview is a face-to-face 
dialogue conducted in a conversational style, it has a degree of 
¡nformality which is lacking from the presidential address. The 
interlocutors address their questions and comments to one an- 
other, and are able to monitor reflexively the other’s responses, 
clarifying points that have not been understood, etc. At the same 
time, they know they are addressing indirectly a range of absent 
recipients. Unlike, for example, a speech to a public gathering or 
a conference which happens to be televised, the televised inter- 
view is conducted solely for the purposes of being reccived by 
absent viewers. Henee the questions and comments, while di- 
rected towards the co-present interlocutor, must be constructed 
with this absent audience in mind. 

The televised interview is a face-to-face interaction that takes 
place in the front región of a mediated quasi-interaction, and pan 
of the art of skilful interviewing is to know how to combine 
effectively the action orientations relevant to each. If, for example, 
the President concentrares exclusivcly on the face-to-face interac- 
tion and seeks to engage in detail with the intervicwer, he runs the 
risk of appearing combative or pedantic and of losing some of the 
aura that stems in part from his ability to stand aloof from the 
messy details of political life. If, on the other hand, the President 
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largely disregards the face-to-face interaction and concentrates his 
efforts on trying to express what he wants to convey to the absent 
recipients, then he is likely to be perceived as dodging the ques- 
tions. To manage the interview successfully, the President must 
achieve an effective balance between these two action orientations 
- an outcome which, thanks to the dialogical and open-ended 
character of face-to-face interaction, cannot be guaranteed in 
advance. 

The interview has a degree of informality that can be used to the 
Presidentas advantage. It enables him to appear before a signifi- 
cant proportion of the population and to communicate his views 
in a conversational style, eschewing the solemnity of a formal 
address. At the same time, however, the interview carries serious 
risks which the President must seek carefiilly to avoid. The inter- 
view enables- the President to appear comfortably in command of 
the issues, capable of responding to probing questions with a 
casual fluency that attests to a leader firmly in control; but it also 
carries the risk that the President may appear incompetent, abra- 
sive, ill-informed or simply very dull. A slip of the tongue, an ill- 
judged remark, an inaccurate statistic, an unclear or convoluted 
reply: all are potential sources of trouble for a leader who takes the 
risk of engaging in mediated quasi-interaction through the rela- 
tively open-ended process of a face-to-face encounter. There are, 
of course, certain ways to minimize these risks (or to limit the 
damage if a blunder occurs): a leader can, for example, ask to see 
the questions in advance, prepare the replies in some detail, and 
above all choose the interviewer carefully. But the risks that distin- 
guish the interview (or, in some what different ways, the press 
conference) from the presidential address cannot be eliminated 
completely. 

Let us consider briefly another example of indirect recipient 
address, the TV chat show. 12 The front región of the TV chat 
show is generally organized differently from the front región of an 
interview with a political leader. In the case of the chat show, the 
interlocutors are generally seated in a more informal setting, 
which helps to create a degree of casualness and intimacy that is 
lacking from most political interviews. Moreover, the chat show 
often ineludes a studio audience which provides the interlocutors 
with a set of responses (laughter, cheers, clapping, etc.) and 
enables the interlocutors to monitor the reception of their actions 
and remarks. The studio audience occupies a peculiar position. 
The members of this audience are part of a face-to-face interac- 
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tión that takes place primarily between the chat show host and the 
guest; members of the audience may occasionally be called on or 
invited to particípate directly in the interaction, but their role is 
generally restricted to that of co-present recipients who can re- 
spond in certain conventional and non-discursive ways. With 
regard to the mediated quasi-interaction of which the chat show is 
part, the studio audience is situated in the front región of the 
production sphere, but the relation between the studio audience 
and viewers at home is distinctive and complex. For viewers, the 
studio audience is part of an interaction which they can see and 
hear but in which they cannot directly particípate. But the studio 
audience, in so far as its members are spectators of an interaction 
to which they can contribute very little, also provides the viewers 
with a set of model responses with which they may empathize or 
sympathize (laughter,- approval, etc.). Henee, by conducting the 
chat show in the presence of a studio audience, the producers can 
pursue two interactional aims simultaneously: they can provide 
the interlocutors with a set of co-present recipients whose re- 
sponses will enable them to monitor, to some extern, the impact 
of their actions and utterances; and they can provide the absent 
recipients (the viewers) with a set of model responses which may 
serve as a stimulus for their own responsive action - although the 
extent to which the model does act as a stimulus is not, given the 
nature of the quasi-interaction, a matter that the producers can 
monitor or control. 

I now want to consider a different kind of acting for distant 
others, what I have described as mediated everyday activity. The 
distinctive feature of this type of action is that it is part of, or 
presented as part of, the actual flow of conduct in day-to-day life. 
Henee the front región of the production sphere is the setting for 
a series of actions or interactions which are part of the everyday 
life of the individuáis who perform or particípate in them. But the 
fact that these actions or interactions are filmed or taped and then 
transmitted to a range of absent recipients, and henee are also part 
of a mediated quasi-interaction, may affect the nature of the 
action or interaction itself, as well as its subsequent course. In- 
deed the very possibility of being filmed and made visible to 
televisión viewers may transform the ways in which individuáis act 
and interact in the contexts of daily life. 

In order to examine further this type of action, it is helpful once 
again to distinguish several subtypes. Consider first the case of 
everyday action which is filmed and transmitted in such a way that 
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the actors themselves are unaware that they are being filmed. 
Since the actors are not aware that they are part of a mediated 
quasi-interaction, it is unlikely that they are orienting their behav- 
iour towards absent recipients: their action becomes, in other 
words, a form of mediated everyday activity with no recipient 
address. An example would be an everyday setting or event, such 
as a Street scene or a public demonstration, which is filmed in a 
way that is sufficiently discreet to avoid detection by the partici- 
pants. But mediated everyday activity with no recipient address is 
a kind of limiting case; it does occur, but it is probably less 
common than it might at first seem. For even if participants are 
unaware that they are being filmed as and when they act, they may 
be aware of the possibilijy that they could be filmed and may alter 
their behaviour accordingly. So, for example, soldiers patrolling 
the streets of Northern Ireland or the Israeli-occupied West Bank 
may not always know when they are in the lens of a distant 
camera; but they do know that they could be at almost any time, 
and they are therefore likely to adjust their behaviour to take 
account of this possibility. 

Consider next the type of mediated everyday activity which 
involves indirect recipient address. This is the kind of action that 
occurs when individuáis pursue their day-to-day conduct while 
knowing that it is being (or might be) filmed, recorded and 
transmitted to absent recipients. The individuáis must, at least to 
some extern, orient their behaviour towards the others in their 
immediate social milieu; for if they do not, the action will lose its 
mundane character and the interaction will break down. But the 
individuáis know that their action is (or may be) part of a medi- 
ated quasi-interaction, and henee they also orient their behaviour, 
simultaneously and indirectly, towards the absent recipients. For 
example, the participants in a major intemational confcrencc or a 
mecting of heads of State may know that the procccdings will be 
filmed and transmitted to a wide audience, which will inelude 
recipients in their own country on whosc support they may de- 
pend. Henee, while they must orient their behaviour towards the 
other members of the confcrencc in order to particípate cffectively 
in it, they must also take account of the possibility that their 
actions and uttcranccs will be seen and hcard by a much wider 
range of recipients, and their conduct will therefore be shaped by 
this dual orientation. 

Mediated everyday activity can also involve direct recipient 
address. In this type of activity, the orientation to absent recipi- 
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ents is a principal constitutive feature of the action itself. An 
example would be the hijacking of an aeroplane or the taking of a 
hostage by a paramilitary group. The members of the group know 
that their action will receive a high degree of media coverage, and 
part of the purpose of their action is to cali the attention of absent 
others to their cause. They may also hope that, by seizing indi- 
viduáis and holding them in a way that is visible to a large number 
of ordinary people, they can exercise pressure indirectly on gov- 
emments or political leaders. This is, of course, a risky stratégy, 
and they may well fail to achieve their political aim. But there can 
be no doubt that part of the very point of actions such as 
hijackings and hostage-takings is to achieve a degree of visibility in 
a global political arena where the ability to be seen and heard is 
linked to the capacity to attract a televisión camera. 

There is another type of mediated everyday action which de- 
serves consideration: what we could cali simulated everyday activ- 
ity. This occurs when individuáis pretend to engage in ordinary 
action or interaction solely for the purpose of being filmed, that is, 
solely to create a televisable event. An example: the behaviour of 
military or paramilitary personnel who fire several rounds into the 
air or shoot at a distant enemy apparently in their sights in order 
to create the impression of military conflict occurring then 
and there. While this activity is simulated, it is distinct ffom 
fictionalized action, precisely because it takes place in a real-life 
context and is presented as if it were real. The individuáis involved 
in producing simulated everyday activity cannot give any indica- 
ron that their action is anything other than real, for if they did, the 
action would fail to achieve its aim. 

Media events are a third form of acting for distant others. Fol- 
iowing Dayan and Katz, we can use the term ‘media events’ to 
refer to those great, exceptional occasions which are planned in 
advance, which are broadeast live and which interrupt the normal 
flow of events . 13 Unlike everyday mediated activity, media events 
áre carefully pre-planned and rehearsed. Although they are gener- 
" / organized by institutions other than the media, they are con- 
ved of as media events, and henee media institutions are 
ariably involved in the planning process. They are also an- 
nced well in advance so that as the event approaches there is 
adual build-up of expectations. The event itself is broadeast 
and is often carried by several channels, networks and media, 
ey interrupt the normal schedules and the normal flow of 
ryday life. They are exceptional occasions: they break with 
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routine, they create an atmosphere of high expectation, and they 
command the attention of millions. 

Examples of media events include great occasions of State like 
coronations and royal weddings, the inauguration of a new presi- 
dent, and State finierais; major sporting events like the Olympic 
Games or the World Cup; and great moments of conquest or 
reconciliation, like the landing on the moon, the signing of the 
Camp David accord as a step towards peace in the Middle East, 
or the ffeeing of Nelson Mándela in South Africa. On all such 
occasions the media are there in forcé; and while the individuáis 
participating in these events must concéntrate on what they are 
doing in the specific locales in which they are acting, they know 
that their actions are part of events which have a much broader 
significance. precisely because they are being broadcast live and 
endowed with the character of the exceptional event . 14 

We can distinguish media events ffom a fourth form of acting 
for distant others, which we can cali fictionalized action. A good 
deal of the output of televisión production is explicidy fictional in 
character: it is the construction of a story which is fully scripted 
and which is acted out by individuáis who know they are acting (in 
the sense of playing a part), and who are generally perceived as 
such by absent recipients. Here individuáis are acting in a way that 
is very similar to the kind of acting that takes place in the theatre: 
they are playing a part, speaking the words of a character whom 
they must construct and convincingly portray, but whom they 
know to be something other than themselves. But while 
fictionalized action for televisión is similar to playing a theatrical 
part, it differs ffom the latter in exacdy the way that mediated 
quasi-interaction differs ffom face-to-face interaction: it is action 
for distant others, and henee it lacks the presence of an audience 
and the kinds of recipient response (laughter, clapping, etc.) 
which are characteristic of the theatre. 

While fictionalized action can be distinguished ffom other 
forms of acting for distant others, it is clear that in the actual 
practice of televisión production the distinction between 
fictionalized and non-fictionalized action may sometimes be diffi- 
cult to draw. The material which comprises most interviews, news 
reports and documentaries is edited and integrated into an audio- 
visual construct which differs in certain respeets ffom the events 
as they actually occurred. Many mediated actions or events are 
performed or constructed for the purpose (at least in part) of 
being televised, and henee they are reflexively shaped by the 
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orientation towards an absent audience. Moreover, there are some 
programmes which seek explicitly to blur the boundaries between 
fiction and non-fiction, such as ‘drama-documentaries’ which use 
actors and a partly fictionalized plot to tell a story that is allegedly 
real. The blurred and shifting boundary between fiction and non- 
fiction in the sphere of televisión is a phenomenon which raises 
interesting issues, but here it is not the main focus of my concern. 
Rather, my aim has been to explore some of the ways in which 
individuáis, embedded in relations of mediated quasi-interaction, 
are able to act for others who are situated in distant locales. 


Action at a Distance (2): Responsive Action in 
Distant Contexts 

Just as the development of communication media creates new 
forms of acting for distant others, so too it gives rise to new kinds 
of ‘responsive action’ which take place in contexts far removed 
ffom the contexts of production. Thanks to the space-time 
distanciation generated by the media, individuáis can receive and 
respond to actions and events which take place in distant locales. 
At the same time, responsive action is severed ffom the dialogical 
character of face-to-face interaction and can unfold in ways that 
are difficult to monitor and control, giving rise to a new kind of 
mediated indeterminacy which can have large-scale conse- 
quences. In order to pursue these issues further, we must examine 
in more detail the social organization of receptive activities. 

Like all kinds of action, the reception of media produets takes 
place in particular spatial-temporal contexts. What is unique 
about receptive activity is that (a) the spatial-temporal context of 
reception does not overlap with that of production, and (b) there 
are múltiple reception contexts which do not overlap with one 
another. While reception contexts do not overlap in space (and 
may not coincide in time), nevertheless they may share certain 
characteristics, depending on the nature of the technical médium 
deployed. In the case of televisión, for instance, the primary 
reception región is often (though by no means always) a particular 
room in a prívate domestic residence. This primary región is often 
separated ffom peripheral regions in the same residence by means 
of physical barriers such as walls and doors. The relation between 
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primary and peripheral regions in a context of reception is not the 
same, however, as the relación between front and back regions in 
the production sphere or in a face-to-face interaction. For recipi- 
ents do not participate in the televisual quasi-interaction in the 
same way as producers, and henee they do not need to manage 
their self-presentation with regard to the quasi-interaction in the 
same way. If certain areas and forms of behaviour are excluded 
ffom the quasi-interaction of recipients, this is done for other 
reasons - for example, to minimize interruption or interference, or 
to manage the presentation of self in the face-to-face interaction 
that takes place among recipients within the primary reception 
región. 

Since recipients cannot generally respond directly to producers, 
their forms of responsive action are not part of the quasi-interac- 
tion as such. In respónding to the actions or utterances of produ- 
cers, they generally do so as a contribution to other interactions of 
which they are part, such as the interaction among recipients who 
have gathered together in front of a televisión. In this way media 
messages acquire what I shall describe as ‘discursive elaboration : 
they are elaborated, refined, criticized, praised and commented on 
by recipients who take the messages received as the subject matter 
of discussions with one another and with others. The process of 
discursive elaboration may involve individuáis who were not party 
to the mediated quasi-interaction - in the way, for instance, that 
individuáis may describe what they saw on televisión to friends 
who did not watch the programme. Henee media messages may 
acquire an additional audience of secondary recipients who did 
not themselves participate in the mediated quasi-interaction, but 
who assimilate some versión of the message through face-to-face 
interaction with the primary recipients. 

In a world characterized by múltiple forms of media transmis- 
sion, it is also common for media messages to be taken up by 
media organizations and incorporated into new media messages, a 
process that can be described as ‘extended mediazation’. There is 
a relatively high degree of self-referentiality within the media, in 
the sense that media messages commonly refer to other media 
messages or to events reponed therein. For example, a moming 
newspaper may report what a govemment minister said in a 
televisión interview the day before, an interview during which the 
minister was commenting on a reponed incident, and so on. An 
individual who did not see the interview or hear the earlier report 
of the incident will have other opportunities to leam about them, 
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either through other mediated quasi-interactions or through face- 
to-face interactions with individuáis who did. Moreover, those 
individuáis who did see the interview or hear the earlier report will 
have the opportunity to review their understanding of the incident 
or of the minister’s comments by reading the newspaper report, or 
by discussing the various events and messages with others. 

Figure 3.4 illustrates some of the ways in which the process of 
receiving media messages may extend beyond the initial activity of 
reception within the primary reception región. I use the term 
‘appropriation’ to refer to the extended process of receiving mes- 
sages. As I explained in an earlier chapter, ‘to appropriate’ is ‘to 
make one’s own’ something which is alien or strange; it is to find 
a way of relating to it and incoiporating it into one’s Ufe. In so 
doing individuáis draw on their background knowledge, their 
acquired skills and dispositions and the resources available to 
them. These social attributes are key elements in a process of 
appropriation that begins with the initial reception of media mes- 
sages but extends well beyond it, involving other contexts, other 
individuáis, other messages ínterwoven with those initially re- 
ceived. 

While the diverse contexts of reception may have certain com- 
mon characteristics, it is important to emphasize that the social 
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attributes which individuáis bring to these contexts are not every- 
where the same. Since mediated quasi-interaction makes mes- 
sages available to an indefinite range of recipients who are 
far-flung in space (and perhaps also in time), the diversity of social 
attributes which individuáis bring to bear on the reception process 
is likely to be much greater than that found in face-to-face inter- 
action. Moreover, in the case of face-to-face interaction, differ- 
ences in the social attributes of the interlocutors will be reflected 
in the interaction — in the way, for instance, that some individuáis 
particípate actively and effortlessly in a conversation while others 
hesitate or remain silent. In the case of mediated quasi-interac- 
tion, by contrast, differences in the social attributes of recipients 
are not reflected in the quasi-interaction as such (except in so far 
as producers seek to take these differences into account - for 
example, by using language which will be intelligible and accept- 
able to a wide range of recipients). Social differences among 
recipients affect primarily the ways in which they relate to the 
messages they receive, how they understand them, appreciate 
them, discuss them and intégrate them into their lives. Henee the 
appropriation of media messages must be seen as an ongoing and 
socially differentiated process that depends on the content of the 
messages received, the discursive elaboration of the messages 
among recipients and others and the social attributes of the indi- 
viduáis who receive them. 

The reception and appropriation of media messages are ways of 
acting in response to others who are spatially and temporally 
remóte. It involves individuáis in a set of activities (watching, 
listening, reading, discussing, etc.) which are stimulated by the 
actions of others who are situated in distant locales. In many 
cases, these responsive activities will unfold in ways that are varied 
and unrelated to one another, reflecting the diversity of the con- 
texts in which the messages are received. But it is also clear that in 
some cases the actions of distant others, relayed via media such as 
televisión, can give rise to what I shall cali concerted forms of 
responsive action. That is, recipients may respond in ways that are 
similar and that may even be explicitly coordinated, either by 
some aspect of the media message or by a relatively independent 
ageney operating within the contexts of reception. Let us examine 
some of the ways in which this can occur. 

One type of concerted responsive action arises when individuáis 
react in similar ways to mediated actions, utterances or events, 
although the individuáis are situated in diverse contexts and there 
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is no communication or coordination between them. We can 
regard this as concerted but uncoordinated responsive action. An 
example would be the actions of individuáis who hear through the 
media that the sales tax will be increased on a certain date and 
respond by purchasing consumer goods before that date, resulting 
in a surge in retail sales. This outeome is the result of the discrete 
and largely uncoordinated actions of individuáis who respond in 
similar ways to an item of reported news. In practice, however, 
most concerted actions of this kind generally involve some degree 
of coordination which stems from a combination of discursive 
elaboration and extended mediazation. The recipients of media 
messages commonly discuss these messages with others in their 
immediate social milieu, and the views and actions of others may 
influence their own behaviour. Moreover, some degree of coordi- 
nation may be provided by the media, which may, for instance, 
encourage individuáis to purchase goods by predicting or specu- 
lating about a surge in retail sales, or by reporting a surge in sales 
that is already under way (a mediated versión of the bandwagon 
effect). In such cases, concerted responsive action is to some 
extern the unintended outeome of a media message. or of the 
ongoing commentary on the responses to a media message. 

We can distinguish this type of concerted action from another 
type which occurs when individuáis respond in similar ways to 
symbolic devices that are explicitly intended to coordínate recipi- 
ent response. The importance of these devices stems in part from 
the peculiar nature of mediated quasi-interaction. Unlike the in- 
terlocutors in a face-to-face situation, the producers of media 
messages are not in a position to monitor directly the responses of 
recipients and to modify their action in the light of this feedback. 
Moreover, since recipients do not share a common lócale, they are 
not in a position to monitor the responses of other recipients 
(except those with whom they directly interact) and to modify 
their behaviour accordingly. In these circumstances, producers 
may employ a range of symbolic devices whose aim is to elicit 
similar responses among absent recipients - what I shall cali 
‘intended mechanisms for the coordination of recipient response’. 
A well-known example of such mechanisms is the use of prere- 
corded laughter sequences in TV sitcoms. By simulating audience 
responses at key points in the narrative flow, the prerecorded 
laughter sequences serve as audio cues intended to initiate similar 
responsive action among absent recipients. A live studio audience 
can also be used as a mechanism for coordinating recipient re- 
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sponse, as we noted earlier. If a live audience is included in the 
front región of the production sphere, recipients can see how 
others (albeit carefully selected others) respond to the principal 
communicators and may even feel that they are part of a collective 
audience whose responses they broadly share. 

Of course, the use of mechanisms intended to coordínate recipi- 
ent response may not always give rise to concerted responsive 
action. The very structure of mediated quasi-interaction is such 
that producers cannot monitor directly the ways in which their 
messages are received, and cannot take remedial action to secure 
the desired response. The responsive action of recipients may be 
guided by the message but it is not controlled or determined by it, 
precisely because the responsive action of recipients is not part of 
the reciprocal interaction with producers but is a new set of 
actions belonging to a diverse set of contexts in which a great 
variety of abilities, expectations and priorities are brought to bear 
on the messages received. 

Let us now consider a third form of concerted responsive ac- 
tion, that which acquires some degree of organization and coordi- 
nation within the contexts of reception. Here we are dealing with 
forms of collective action which are stimulated and nourished by 
mediated images, actions and utterances. These forms of collec- 
tive action can vary from relatively difíuse clusters of individuáis 
acting in similar or partly convergent ways, on the one hand, to 
well-organized social movements with clearly articulated goals, on 
the other. In most cases these forms of collective action draw 
support from a variety of sources; the role of the media is one 
among a set of elements which give rise to and sustain the con- 
certed actions of individuáis. But there can be little doubt that in 
some cases the media have played (and continué to play) a very 
important role and that, if mediated images and information had 
not been available to recipients, the forms of collective action 
would not havc developcd in the way, to the extcnt and with the 
speed that they did. 

It secms likely, for example, that the extensive and vivid cover- 
age of the Vietnam War was at least partially responsible for the 
strength and concerted character of the anti-war movement. 15 The 
Vietnam War was the first major American military involvement 
overseas which was covered in detail by televisión. The vivid 
images of napalm attacks, wounded soldiers and civilians, scream- 
ing children and frightened refugees, as well as reports of US 
military setbacks and rising death tolls, fuelled the controversy in 
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the United States conceming the legitimacy of the intervention 
and provided individuáis with readily available grounds for pro- 
test. In the light of the Vietnam experience, it is not surprising that 
military establishments in the United States and elsewhere have 
sought to exercise much tighter control over the media coverage of 
armed conflicts and skirmishes. During the Gulf War, the military 
authorities imposed tough guidelines on joumalists, and access to 
the front was strictly controlled. 16 Reports compiled and transmit- 
ted by one of the few Western correspondents remaining in Bagh- 
dad - Peter Amett of CNN - were denounced by the Bush 
Administration. The considerable effort invested in seeking to 
control the media representation of the war is testimony to the fact 
that, in the age of the media and especially televisión, wars must 
be fought on two fronts: on the battlefield and in the home, where 
images of the battlefield and its costs are made available to the 
individuáis on whose support the war effort ultimately depends. 
While political and military authorities may justifv their attempts 
to control the media on the grounds of battlefield logic (such as 
the need to prevent disclosures which would put the lives of 
soldiers at risk), they are well aware that much more is at stake. 
They know that mediated images and information have the poten- 
tial to stimulate forms of responsive action, criticism and dissent 
which may weaken the war effort. 17 

The revolutionary upheavals in Eastem Europe in 1989 provide 
another example of the ways in which media messages can stimu- 
late and nourish collective action by individuáis located in distant 
contexts. There were, of course, many factors that contributed to 
the extraordinary events which occurred during the last three 
months of 1989. These events were the cumulative outeome of 
many years of economic impoverishment and oppressive political 
control, and they were precipitated by, among other things, the 
new political thinking introduced by Gorbachev. But it seems 
unlikely that the revolutionary upheavals of 1989 would have 
occurred as they did - with breathtaking speed and with similar 
results in different countries - in the absence of extensive and 
continuous media coverage. 18 Not only did televisión provide 
( individuáis in Eastem Europe with a flow of images of the West, 
portraying life conditions which contrasted sharply with their 
own, but it also provided Eastem Europeans with a virtually 
instantaneous account of what was happening in neighbouring 
countries, as well as in neighbouring cities or locales in their own 
countries. East Germans had long been able to receive West 
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Germán televisión, and the images of refugees crowding into 
embassies in Prague and Budapest, and eventually being escorted 
to the West and greeted as heroes, could hardly fail to have an 
explosive impact in East Germany. When the Berlín Wall fell on 
the night of 9 November, the images of young people celebrating 
beneath the Brandenburg Gates and hacking at the wall with 
pickaxes were transmitted live around the world. 

In Czechoslovakia the pressure for political change mounted 
throughout October and November. When the mass demonstra- 
tion in Prague on 1 7 November was brutally suppressed by pólice, 
foreign televisión crews were on hand to film the events and the 
footage was subsequently screened, amid much controversy, 
within Czechoslovakia itself. Even in Romania, where the national 
media were strictiy controlled by the State, individuáis were able 
to leam about: the dramatic changes taking place elsewhere in 
Eastem Europe, and elsewhere in their own country, by tuning in 
to radio and TV broadcasts from the Soviet Union, Hungary and 
Yugoslavia. As confiict intensified within Romania, control of the 
means of televisión broadcasting became a crucial stake in the 
battle When the Ceau§escus were finally arrested, tried by mili- 
tary tribunal and executed by firing squad, their crumpled bodies 
were filmed beneath a bullet-riddled wall and transmitted vía 
televisión to an astonished audience in Romania and throughout 

the world. . . , , 

These examples illustrate some of the ways m which the devei 
opment of communication media, and especially televisión, has 
introduced a new and fandamentally important element into so- 
cial and political life. By providing individuáis with images of, and 
information about, events that take place in locales beyond their 
immediate social milieux, the media may stimulate or intensify 
forms of collective action which may be difficult to control with 
the established mechanisms of power. It scems hkely that the 
concerted action displayed in the streets of Leipzig, Berlín, 
Prague, Timi§oara, Bucharest and elsewhere in Eastem Europe 
was, to some extent, action stimulated by the activities of distant 
others whose aims and aspirations, successes and faüures, had 
been relayed via the media. Moreover, given the nature of modern 
electronic media and the availability of satellitc relays, images and 
information can be transmitted across vast distances with very 
little time delay. Individuáis in Bucharest can know something 
about what is happening in Timi§oara as quickly - even more, 
ouicklv - than individuáis in Timi§oara, and the events unfolding; 
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in Romania can be watched more or less as they unfold by millions 
of viewers around the world. Henee the actions and reactions 
which are stimulated by the media can be linked together closely 
in time while separated in space, thus comprising a chain of events 
which can transcend the boundaries of particular nation-states 
and rapidly slip out of control. 

The phenomenon of concerted responsive action highlights the 
fact that the media are not simply involved in reporting on a social 
world which would, as it were, continué quite the same without 
them. Rather, the media are actively involved in constituting the 
social world. By making images and information available to 
individuáis located in distant locales, the media shape and influ- 
ence the course of events and, indeed, create events that would 
not have existed in their absence. Moreover, the individuáis in- 
volved in these events may be well aware of the constitutive role of 
the media. They know that what they say on radio or televisión 
will be heard by thousands or millions of others who may respond 
in concerted ways to what is said. They know that, by watching 
televisión or listening to the radio, they can leam something - 
however partial - about what is happening beyond their immedi- 
ate social milieux, and they can use this information to guide their 
own action. They know that, by controlling the flow of images and 
information, the media can play a crucial role in controlling the 
flow of events. 

These examples of concerted responsive action also highlight 
fact that, while any particular instance of mediated quasi- 
teraction generally involves a one-way flow of information or 
imunication, in the actual circumstances of social life the 
tems of information flow are often much more complicated. 
or in actual circumstances there is often a plurality of sources 
d channels of communication, so that individuáis may find 
mselves in the position of being both producers and recipients. 
for instance, a political leader who appcars on televisión from 
e to time may also routinely watch televisión, read newspapers, 
c. Similarly, individuáis who are normally recipients of media 
duets may act in ways which become televisablc events, and 
ich in tum elicit televisablc responses from others. In this way 
media come to form part of the very field of interaction within 
ich different individuáis and groups pursue their aims and 
jectives. This media-constitutcd field of interaction is not like a 
e-to-face situation in which the interlocutors confront one an- 
er directly and engage in dialogical conversation. Rather it is a 
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new kind of field in which face-to-face interaction, mediated 
interaction and mediated quasi-interaction intersect with one an- 
other in complex ways. It is a field in which the participante use 
the technical means at their disposal to communicate to distant 
others who may or may not watch or listen to them, and in which 
individuáis plan their courses of action partly on the basis of the 
images and information they receive through the media. Of 
course, within this mediated field of interaction there are some 
individuáis who have much more opportunity to use the media to 
their advantage than others, much more opportunity to appear 
within the front regions of the production spheres and to commu- 
nicate to distant others. But, as the upheavals in Eastem Europe 
attest, this advantage does not always give individuáis the ability 
to control the course of events. Given the fací that there are 
múltiple channels of transnational communication which particu- 
lar govemments may find difficult to restrict, and given the fact 
that the reception of media messages is in any case a relatively 
independent process that producers cannot completely control, 
the mediated field of interaction is a field in which relations of 
power can shift quickly, dramatically and in unpredictable ways. 
The development of the media has helped to create a world in 
which fields of interaction can become global in scale and the pace 
of social change can be accelerated by the speed of information 
flows. 

The growth of múltiple channels of communication and Infor- 
mation flow has thus contributed significantly to the complexity 
and unpredictability of an already exceedingly complex world. By 
creating a variety of forms of action at a distance, enabling indi- 
viduáis to act for distant others and enabling others to respond in 
uncontrollable ways to actions and events taking place in distant 
locales, the development of the media has given rise to new kinds 
of interconnectedness and indeterminacy in the modem world, 
phenomena whose characteristics and consequences we are far 
fforn understanding fully. In a later chapter I shall address some 
of the normative implications of these developments. But first I 
want to explore some related themes in more detail. 




4 

The Transformation of Visibility 


Today we are accustomed to thinking of the individuáis who 
appear before us on our televisión screens as belonging to a public 
world which is open for all to see. We may feel some degree of 
familiarity with the personalities and political leaders who appear 
regularly on televisión and in other media. We may come to think 
of them as associates or even as ffiends, and we may refer to them 
on a first-name basis. But we know that in appearing before us 
they are appearing also before thousands or millions of others, 
they are available to and observable by many individuáis other 
than ourselves. And we know that, while we may regularly see and 
hear the personalities and political leaders who appear on our 
televisión screens, it is very unlikely that we shall ever encounter 
them in the course of our day-to-day lives. 

These considerations are an Índex of the gulf that separates our 
World today from the world that existed a few hundred years ago. 
Prior to the development of the media (and especially electronic 
media such as radio and televisión), how many people were ever 
able to see or hear the individuáis who held positions of political 
power? When the only available form of interaction for most 
people was face-to-face, how many would ever interact with the 
political leaders who ruled them? And how, in tum, could political 
leaders appear before anything other than a relatively small 
fiumber of individuáis who happened to be gathered together in 
the same lócale? Prior to the development of the media, political 
leaders were invisible to most of the people over whom they ruled. 
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new kind of field in which face-to-face interaction, mediated 
interaction and mediated quasi-interaction intersect with one an- 
other in compiex ways. It is a field in which the participants use 
the technical means at their disposal to communicate to distant 
others who may or may not watch or listen to them, and in which 
individuáis plan their courses of action partly on the basis of the 
images and information they receive through the media. Of 
course, within this mediated field of interaction thcre are some 
individuáis who have much more opportunity to use the media to 
their advantage than others, much more opportunity to appear 
within the ffont regions of the production spheres and to commu- 
nicate to distant others. But, as the upheavals in Eastcm Europe 
attest, this advantage does not always give individuáis the ability 
to control the course of events. Given the fact that thcre are 
múltiple channels of transnational communication which particu- 
lar govemmcnts may find difficult to restrict, and given the fact 
that the reception of media messages is in any case a relatively 
independcnt process that producers cannot completely control, 
the mediated field of interaction is a field in which relations of 
power can shift quickly, dramatically and in unpredictable ways. 
The dcvelopment of the media has helped to create a world in 
which fields of interaction can becomc global in scale and the pace 
of social change can be accclerated by the speed of information 
flows. 

The growth of múltiple channels of communication and infor- 
mation flow has thus contributed significantly to the complexity 
and unpredictability of an already excecdingly compiex world. By 
creating a variety of forms of action at a distance, enabling indi- 
viduáis to act for distant others and enabling others to respond in 
uncontrollable ways to actions and events taking place in distant 
locales, the development of the media has given riso to new kinds 
of interconnectedness and indetcrminacy in the modem world, 
phcnomena whose characteristics and consequences we are far 
ffom understanding fully. In a later chapter I shall address some 
of the normative implications of thcse developments. But first I 
want to explore some relatcd themes in more detail. 
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The Transformation of Visibility 


Today we are accustomed to thinking of the individuáis who 
appear before us on our televisión screens as belonging to a public 
world which is open for all to see. We may feel some degree of 
familiarity with the personalities and political leaders who appear 
regularly on televisión and in other media. We may come to think 
)f them as associates or even as friends, and we may refer to them 
on a first-name basis. But we know that in appearing before us 
they are appearing also before thousands or millions of others, 
they are available to and observable by many individuáis other 
than ourselvcs. And we know that, whilc we may regularly see and 
hear the personalities and political leaders who appear on our 
elevision screens, it is very unlikely that we shall ever cncounter 
íem in the course of our day-to-day lives. 

Thesc considcrations are an Índex of the gulf that separares our 
orld today from the world that existed a few hundred years ago. 
rior to the development of the media (and especially electronic 
tedia such as radio and televisión), how many peoplc were ever 
)le to see or hear the individuáis who held positions of political 
)wer? When the only available form of interaction for most 
Bjplé was face-to-face, how many would ever interact with the 
>litical leaders who ruled them? And how, in turn, could political 
iders appear before anything other than a relatively small 
ümber of individuáis who happcned to be gathered together in 
he same lócale? Prior to the development of the media, political 
eáders were invisible to most of the people over whom they ruled, 
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and thcv could restrict thc activity of managing their self-prcsen- 
tation to the relatively closed circlcs of the assembly or thc cou . 
But today ¡t is no longer possible to restnct thc activity of self- 
presentation in this way. Whethcr they wish to or not, P oll ““' 
feaders today must be prepared to adapt their act.vit.es to a new 
kind of visibility which works in new ways and on an altogethcr 
d fferent scale And they ignore this new vis.b.l.ty at their peni 

In thL chapter I wantm explore this transformat.on .n dtc 

nature of visibility and thc changing relation between visibility and 

power. I shall m- to show that this transformation is part of 

broader shift in the nature of thc public sphere. I shall thcrctor 
p ck up and pursuc, in a rather different direction, some.ssues 
that were raised in chapters 1 and 2. 1 shall bcg.n by rccons.der.ng 
th^dlstíncdon between the public and the prívate. By d.ffcrcnt,- 
^gbw ntwo senses of thc public-private dichotomy sect.on 
1 te can reassess the ways in which the developmcnt of the 
media transformed the nature of publicness (scct.on ) 
retrace the changing historical relations between power and vis- 
íhilirv ísection 3) Whilc thc transformation in thc nature o. 
publicness has creatcd new opportunitics for polmcal leaders .t 
has also created new risks; and in thc final section we shall explor 
some of *e new sourccs of trouble, from gaffes to scandals, which 
are'an ever-present risk to the exercise of power m an age of 
mediated visibility. 


The Public and the Prívate 


The distinction between the public and the prívate has a lon¡ 
hístory in Western social and political thoughtd It can be trace, 
back lo the philosophical debates of class.cal Greece concermn 
the life of the polis, in which citizens carne together to discus 
issues of comraon interest and to forge a soc.al orderonent 
towards the common good. The cxphc.t formulat.on of the di. 
tinction probablv stems from the early devclopment of Rom 
law, which separated public from prívate law, and from the 
man conception of the res publica. However, in the late med 
Td eariy modem periods, the public-private dist.nct.on began 
acquire new meanings, partly in relation to thc mst '“ t ” 
q sformations that were taking place at that time. As oíd 
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tions changed and new institutions began to appcar, the terms 
‘public’ and ‘prívate’ were used in new ways and, to some extern, 
redefined by changes in the object domains to which they referred. 

If wc focus on thc devclopment of Western societies since the 
¡ate medieval period, we can distinguish two basic senses of thc 
public-private dichotomy. These two basic senses do not, of 
course, exhaust the meanings of these polysemous terms, but they 
do highlight some of the most important ways in which the terms 
have been used since the late Middle Ages. 

The first sense of thc dichotomy has to do with the relation 
between, on thc onc hand, the domain of institutionalized politi- 
cal power which was increasingly vested in the hands of a sover- 
eign state and, on thc other hand, the domains of cconomic 
activity and personal relations which fell outside direct political 
control. Thus, from the mid-sixteenth century on, ‘public’ carne 
increasingly to mean activity or authority that was related to or 
derived from the State, whilc ‘prívate’ referred to those activitics or 
spheres of life that were excluded or separated from it. This sense 
of the dichotomy partially ovcrlaps with a distinction that was to 
bccome increasingly prominent in the writings of legal and politi- 
cal theorists in the course of the eighteenth and ninetcenth cen- 
turies - namcly, the distinction between State and civil society. 
The term civil society’ was used in a great variety of ways by early 
modern thinkers, ways that were often inconsistcnt with one an- 
odier. 2 The most common use of the term today is one which is 
indebted primarily to Hegel, or rather to a certain interpretation of 
Hegel s philosophy of law, according to which civil society is 
construed as a sphere of prívate individuáis, organizations and 
dasses which are regulated by civil law and formally distinct from 
the state. Henee the domain of the prívate could be said to inelude 
ci. ii society in this sense, as wcll as the sphere of personal relations 
cemrcd primarily, though not exclusively, on the family. 

; Of course, this broad distinction between the public and the 
prívate was never rigid or clear-cut in the historical developmcnt 
of modern societies. The emergence of capitalist economic or- 
ganizations was a proccss that took place within a set of legal and 

¡ ■litical frameworks that were established and continuously 
odified by States. The activities of States, in tum, were influ- 
ced and constrained in various ways by thc devclopment of the 
onomy - in particular, by their capacity to raise revenuc through 
sation. Moreover, since the late nineteenth century, the 
iundaries between the public and the prívate have beeoíne in- 
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creasingly blurred. States have adopted an increasingly interven- 
« t ot «•oiilflíinp' economic activ- 
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tionist role, pursuing policies aimed at regulaung economic activ- 
ity and offsetting the negative consequences of economic growth. 
Prívate individuáis have come together to form organizations and 
pressure groups aimed at influencing govemment policy. Indced, 
the very boundary between the public and the pnvate has become 
a key stake in poíitical debates as successivc govcmmcnts scek to 
redefine the scope of State activity by expandmg public Services 
and investment or, altcmatively, by removing concerns ffom the 
public sector through privatization. 

Some aspeets of this broad distinction between the public and 
the prívate, as it developed in Western societies in die course of 
the nineteenth and twentieth ccnturies, are summanzed m figure 
4 1 The prívate domain ineludes privatcly owncd economic or- 
ganizations operating in a market economy and onented to some 
degree towards profit realization, as well as a range of person 
and familial rclations which may be informal or formal^ sanc- 
tioned through law (for instancc, by mamage). The public do- 
main ineludes a range of State and quasi-statc insntutions, from 
legislative and judicial bodies to the pólice, military and secrct 
Services, from the civil Service to a variety of welfare orgamzauons, 
it also ineludes state-owned economic orgamzauons, such as na- 
tionalized industries and state-owned public unlmes. Between the 
prívate and public domains, various intermedíate orgamzauons 


Prívate domain 


Public domain 


Privately owned economic 
organizations operating in 
market economy and 
oríented towards profit 


Personal and familial relations 



State-owned economic 
organizations (e.g. nationalized 
industries and state-owned 
public Utilities) 


State and quasi-state 
organizations (¡neluding 
welfare organizations) 


Intermedíate organizations (e.g. charitíes, poíitical P^ies 
and pressure groups, cooperatively owned enterprises, etc.) 


Figure 4. 1 Prívate and public domains in contcmporary Western : 
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have emerged and flourished in recent years. These organizations 
are neither owned by the State ñor lodged wholly within the 
prívate domain. They inelude, for example, non-profit-making 
charities like Oxfam or the Save the Children Fund; mutual 
benefit associations, such as clubs and trade associations; poíitical 
parties and pressure groups which seek to articúlate particular 
viewpoints; and economic organizations which are owned and 
operated on a cooperative basis. 3 These intermedíate organiza- 
tions are non-state prívate institutions in terms of their legal 
status, but they are legally and operationally distinct from 
privately owned economic organizations oríented towards profit 
realization. 

\\ e can, however, distinguish a second basic sense of the 
public-private dichotomy as it has emerged in Western social and 
poíitical discoursc. According to this sense, ‘public’ means ‘open’ 
or ‘available to the public’. 1 What is public, in this sense, is what 
is visible or observable, what is performed in front of spcctators, 
what is open for all or many to see or hear or hear about. What is 
( prívate, by contrast, is what is hidden from view, what is said or 
done in privacy or secrecy or among a restricted circle of people. 

> In this sense, the public-private dichotomy has to do with 
puklicness versus privacy , with openness versus secrecy, with visibility 
versus invisibility. A public act is a visible act, performed openly so 
that anyone can see; a prívate act is invisible, an act performed 
secretly and behind closed doors. 

This second sense of the dichotomy does not coincide with the 
fot, but hlstorically there is a complex and shifting relation 
between forms of govemment and the visibility or invisibility of 
power. In the classical Greek city-states, wherc citízens asscmbled 
m a common place to put forward proposals, debate issues and 
make decisions, the exercise of poíitical power was relativcly vis- 
ible: the interventions and arguments of the participants could be 
Spen and heard by those who had gathered together, and all 
citizens had an equal right to make their opinions heard. The 
assembly constituted a distlnctivc kind of public sphere in which 
, the publicness (or visibility) of power was based on the capacity of 
.' individuáis to engage in debate with one another in a common 
| lócale and to come to collective decisions through a show of hands 
| or by a similar procedure. (Occasionally ballots wcre taken using 
^geces of pottery, but it seems likely that votes were usuallv 
•éstimated in only an approximate way.) 5 Of course, the classical 
j|Ureek assembly was a public sphere to which access was quite 
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for doing so. New forms of invisible power and hidden govern- 
ment - from the insumable activitics of sccurity Services and 
paramilitary organizations to the wheeling and dealing of politi- 
cians behind closed doors - were invented. Limiting the invisibil- 
!ty of power has not rendercd power fhlly visible: on the comrary, 
the cxercise of power in modem socicties remains in many ways 
shrouded m secrecy and hidden from the public gazc. 


Pubhcs mithout Places: The Rise of Mediated Publicness 

Against the backcloth of these distinctions, I now want to consider 
the ways in which the development of new media of communica- 
tion - begmnmg wuh print, but including the more recent elec- 
tronic media - has reconstituted the boundaries betwcen public 
and prívate life. How should wc understand the impact of the 
media on the nature of publicness and on the relation between 
power and visibility? 

Prior to the development of the media, the publicness of indi- 
viduáis or events was linked to the sharing of a common lócale. An 
event became a public event by being staged before a plurality of 
admduals who were physically present at its occurrence - in the 
nanner, for instance, of a public cxecution in medieval Europe, 
lerformed before a group of spectators who had gathered together 
i the market square. I shall describe this as the ‘traditional 
'Ubhcness of co-presence’. This traditional kind of publicness 
Jtew on, and was constituted by, the richness of symbolic cues 
haractenstic of face-to-face interaction. It was a publicness which 
tyolved sight as well as sound, visual appearance as well as the 
poken word: the public event was a spectacle which, for those 
elauvely fcw individuáis who happened to be present at its occur- 
íce, could be scen, heard, perhaps cven smellcd or fclt in somc 
y. Moreover, since the publicness of co-presence involves the 
enng together of individuáis in a common lócale, it is essen- 
i dlal °g>cal in character. The individuáis who speak or per- 
m on such an occasion do so before others who can in principie 
i tribute to the event, whether by speaking or by displaying 
ler kmds of spectator behaviour (booing, hissing, clapping, 
ienng, etc.), even if in practice thcy do not. 
fhe development of the media has created new forms of 
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publicness which are quite different from the traditional pubíic- 
ness of co-presence. The fundamental feature of these new forms 
is that, with the extensión of availability made possible by the 
media, the publicness of individuáis, actions or events is no longer 
linked to the sharing of a common lócale. An action or event can 
be made public by being recorded and transmitted to others who 
are not physically present at the time and place of its occurrence. 
Actions or events can acquire a publicness which is independent 
of their capacity to be seen or heard directly by a plurality of co- 
present individuáis. The development of the media has thus given 
rise to new forms of ‘mediated publicness’ which have assumed an 
increasingly important role in the modem world. These new 
forms have not entirely displaced the role of the traditional 
publicness of co-presence. The traditional form remains an im- 
portant feature of modem societies, as attested to by the contin- 
ued importance of public meetings, mass demonstra tions, 
political debates in the face-to-face settings of parliaments and so 
on. But as new media of communication became more pervasive, 
the new forms of publicness began to supplement, and gradually 
to extend, transform and displace, the traditional form of public- 
ness. Let us consider briefly some phases of this development 
and some of the forms of mediated publicness characteristic 
of it. 

The rise of printing in early modem Europe created a new form 
of publicness which was linked to the characteristics of the printed 
word and to its modes of production, diffusion and appropriation. 
Like all forms of mediated publicness, the form created by the 
printed word was severed from the sharing of a common lócale: 
with the advent of printing, actions or events could be endowed 
with publicness in the absence of co-present individuáis. Henee 
the printed word was used from the outset both as a médium for 
official proclamations by representatives of the State and as a 
médium through which opposition groups could highlight actions 
and events that might otherwise have passed unnoticcd: both were 
means of constituting phenomena as public for individuáis who 
were not physically present at their occurrence. These individuáis 
comprised a collcctivity - a reading public - which was not local- : 
ized in space and time. The reading public was not a community , 
in the traditional sense of a group of individuáis who interact witHf 
one another in face-to-face encounters. Rathcr, it was a public 
without a placa and it was defined, not by the existence or possibii- 
ity of face-to-face interaction among its members, but rather by 
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the fact that its members had access to the kind of publicness 
made possible by the printed word. 

Of course, some members of the reading public did interact 
with one another in common locales. Reading societies, clubs, 
coffee houses and other milieux provided places where individuáis 
could meet and discuss what they had read, as Habermas has 
shown. But it would be misleading to suggest that these particular 
characteristics of the reception and appropriation of printed ma- 
terials in early modem Europe were definitive of the kind of 
publicness made possible by print. For the publicness of the 
printed word extended well beyond the specific locales in which 
some printed materials, such as literaiy works and political peri- 
odicals, were discussed by some of their recipients, and the read- 
ing public did not coincide with the relatively select group of 
individuáis who met in these locales to discuss what they had read. 

The publicness created by print was not oníy severed from the 
sharing of a common lócale: it was also disconnected from the 
kind of dialogical exchange characteristic of face-to-face conversa- 
tion. With the advent of printing, the act of making something 
public was separated in principie from the dialogical exchange of 
speech-acts and became increasingly dependent on access to the 
means of producing and transmitting the printed word. Similarly, 
the act of witnessing or leaming about public actions or events 
was separated in principie from the role of a potential participant 
in a face-to-face interaction. One could now leam about actions or 
events by reading about them, and the activity of reading neither 
. required ñor generally allowed the reader to communicate his or 
her views to the individuáis involved in producing the original 
action or event. In other words, the relation between the produ- 
¡ of written materials and their recipients was fundamentally a 
ti°n of mediated quasi-interaction, and the kind of publicness 
ted by the printed word was defined in part by this relation. 
ile I have emphasized the distinction between the traditional 
lublicness of co-presence and the new form of publicness bro ugh t 
bout by print, it is also important to recognize that in the histori- 
al conditions of early modem Europe these two forms of 
'Ubhcness overlapped in complex ways. Some actions or events 
hich were performed or occurred in contexts of co-presence 
• ere given extended availability by being recorded or described in 
rrnt. The actions or events thus acquired a new kind of public- 
ess which not only supplementcd the publicness of co-presencc, 
ut which also gradually transformed it, in so far as individuáis 


'PMsVti 


128 The Transformation of Visibility 

acting in contexts of co-presence increasingly oriented their be- 


haviour towards others who werc part of a rcading public. More- 
ovcr, while thc relation bctween the produccrs of writtcn matcrials 
and their recipients was non-dialogical in character, thc proccss of 
reception was interwoven with various forms of dialogical corn- 
munication. As we noted in previous chapters, books and pamph- 
lets wcre commonly read aloud to individuáis who had gathered 
together to hear the written word. The publicness created by the 
written word was thus made available, in contexts of co-presence, 
to individuáis who did not possess thc neccssary skills (the capac- 
ity to read) which would give thcm direct access to it. Only 
gradually did thc practice of reading aloud give way to the kind of 
reading practice which is common today - namely, the practice of 
rcading with the eyes only and without moving the lips, of rcading 
silently and on one’s own. Only gradually, therefore, did the ncw 
form of publicness created by the printed word bccomc dissoci- 
ated ífom thc conversational interaction which characterized 
many contexts of reception. 

Thcre was another rcspect in which thc new form of publicness 
differed from thc traditional publicness of co-presence: it attenu- 
ated the link between the publicness of an action or event and the 
sense perception of it. In contexts of co-presence, publicness is 
linked not only to the dialogical exchangc of speech-acts among 
individuáis who share a common lócale, but also to the capacity of 
individuáis to sec and hear one another, to see and hcar the 
actions or cvents which, by occurring or being performed in front 
of co-prescnt others, aequire a public status. The others are spec- 
tators who bear witness to the occurrence of thc action or event: 
by seeing and hearing it they can attest to its existencc. The 
publicness of the action or event is thus rooted in thc sense 
perception of co-present others. 

With thc advent of print, howcver, the link between publicness 
and sense perception was transformed. An action or event could 
now aequire a public status for others who werc not present at the 
place of its occurrence, and who were not able to see or hear it. 
The link between publicness and visibility was thus attenuated: ah 
action or event did not have to be literally scen by the individuáis 
for whom it was a public action or event. Moreover, the individu- 
áis performing public actions or partlcipating in public events 
could no longer see those individuáis for whom the actions orí 
cvents wcre, or would become, public phenomena. They had to| 
act blindly, in the sense that the rcading public was not within their 
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significantly attenuated, was not eliminated: it was projected 
through thc prism of print. For thc practico of reading involved 
the use of sight; and printed materials commonly incorporated 
visual illustrations, produced by means of woodcuts, lithographs 
and similar techniques, to supplement the printed word. 

So far I have been concemed to identify some of the character- 
istics of the form of mediated publicness created by print, and to 
distinguish this form from the traditional publicness of co-prcs- 
ence. But how should we think about the forms of publicness 
created by other kinds of mediated communication? How has the 
naturc of publicness been transformed by the devclopment of 
electronically based media in the twentieth century? Lct us focus 
our attention on televisión: what are the charactcristics of thc form 
of mediated publicness created by TV? 

As with print and other media, televisión severs publicness from 
the sharing of a common lócale and from the dialogical commu- 
nication characteristic of face-to-face interaction. But televisión, 
by virtue of the visual richness of its symbolic cues, cstablishcs a 
new and distinctive relation between publicness and visibility. 
I.ike cinema, televisión places particular emphasis on thc sense of 
visión; audio cues are combincd with visual cues to produce a 
complex audio-visual image. Televisión thus enables recipients to 
see persons, actions and cvents as well as to hcar the spoken word 
d other sounds. The publicness of persons, actions and cvents 
reconnected with thc capacity for thcm to be seen or heard by 
ters. In the age of televisión, visibility in the narrow sense of 
ion - the capacity to be seen with the eyes - is clevated to a new 
el of historical significancc. 

In rcnewing the link between publicness and visibility, the ncw 
rm of publicness created by televisión is somewhat similar to the 
iditional publicness of co-presence. But thcre are important 
ffercnces. In the first place, the actions and events which are 
‘ble on televisión are visible to a much greater range of indi- 
uals who are located in diverse and dispersed contexts. Indced, 

■ factor of difference is so great — televised images are today 
■ble to millions on a global seale, as opposed to the hundreds or 
isibly thousands that can witness an event in a context of co- 
sence - that it would be quite misleading to suggest that 
itics in the age of televisión is similar to thc kind of theatrical 
ictice characteristic of feudal courts. The showiness character- 
c of many política] events which appcar on our TV screens 
y may bear a superficial similarity to courtly prácticos of the 
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seek to present themselves and manage their visibility are radically 
different from anything faced by the kings, lords and princes of the 
Middlc Ages. 

Thcre is a sccond respect in which the form of publicness 
created by televisión differs from the traditional publicness of co- 
prcsencc: televisión crcates a ficld of visión which is altogethcr 
different from the field of visión which individuáis have in their 
day-to-day encounters with others. The televisual field is, of 
course, much more extensive in scopc, enabling individuáis to see 
phenomena which are far removed from the locales of their day- 
to-day lives. It is also a field which is focused in ways that lie 
largcly beyond their control. For the viewer is not frec to choosc 
the angle of visión, and has relatively little control over the selec- 
tion of visible material. But the very fact that individuáis are able 
to see phenomena which are far removed from the contexts 
of their daily lives, howevcr much the ficlds of visión may be 
managed and controlled by those involved in the production of 
televisión messages, is something that distinguishes the kind 
of publicness created by televisión from that which existed 
previously. 

A third difference concems what we could cali the 
‘directionality’ of visión. In facc-to-face contexts, individuáis are 
in principie visible to one another. Even in large gatherings wherc 
a speaker is addressing an audience of thousands, the spectators 
are visible to the speaker, who is seen by them. In the case of 
televisión, however, the dircction of visión is essentially one-way. 
The individuáis who appear on the televisión screen can be seen 
by viewers whom they cannot see; the viewers, in tum, can see the 
individuáis who appear before them, but the viewers remain invis- j 
ible to the latter. The kind of publicness created by televisión is .. 
thus characterized by a fundamental contrast between produccrs 
and recipients in terms of their visibility and invisibility, their 
capacity to see and to be seen. 

The dcvelopment of televisión has thus created a ncw form of 
publicness, involving a distinctivc kind of visibility, which is qui,e 
different from the traditional publicness of co-prcsencc. It aiso ¡ 
differs in certain respeets from the form of mediated publicness 
created by the written word. If we bear in mind the distinctior.s 
between these various forms of publicness, we can avoid the 
confusión that stems from the attempt to use a single model o: 
public life to assess the kinds of publicness created by new media 
of communication. To gauge the significancc of this confusión, leí 
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new forms of conversation - the TV chat shows, panel discus- 
sions, and so on. But these new forms of conversation, he argües, 
are in no way comparable to the critical-rational debate that was 
constirutive of the bourgeois public sphere. ‘Today the conversa- 
tion itsclf is administered,’ 9 and active debate among informed 
citizens has been replaced by the privatized appropriation of a 
conversation carried out in their ñame. 

Howcver, we shall not arrive at a satisfactory understanding of 
the nature of public lifc in the modem world if wc remain wcdded 
to a conccption of publicness which is essentially spatial and 
dialogical in charactcr, and which obliges us to interpret the ever- 
growing role of mediated communication as a historical fall from 
grace. In adhering to the traditional notion of publicness as co- 
presence, Habcrmas has deprived himself of the means of under- 
standing the new forms of publicness created by the media: he 
views them through the lens of the traditional model, whereas it is 
preciscly this traditional model that has been displaced. 10 With the 
devclopment of the new media of communication - beginning 
with print, but including the more recent forms of elcctronic j 
communication - the phenomenon of publicness has become 
detachcd from the idea of a dialogical conversation in a shared 
lócale. It has become despatialized and non-dialogical, and it is 
increasingly linked to the distinctive kind of visibility produccd by, 
and achicvable through, the media (especially televisión). 

If the approach developed here cnablcs us to avoid the prob- 
lems inherent in Habermas’s account, it also gives us a critical 
perspective on the work of another influential social theorist - 
Michel Foucault. Unlike Habermas, Foucault did not discuss 
directly the nature of the media and their impact on modem 
societies. But Foucault did develop, in Discipline and Punish and 
clsewhere, a distinctive argument about the organization of power 
in modem societies and the changing relation bctween power and 
visibility." The argument, succincüy put, is this. The societies of 
the ancient world and of the ancien régime wcre societies of 
spectacle: the cxercise of power was linked to the public manifes- 
tation of the strength and superiority of the sovereign. It was a 
regime of power in which a few were made visible to many, and in. 
which the visibility of the few was used as a means of exercising, 
power over the many - in the way, for instancc, that a public 
execution in the market square became a spectacle in which a 
sovereign power took its revenge, reaffirming the glory of the king 
through the dcstruction of a rcbellious subjcct. But from the 
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way to new forms of discipline and surveillance which increasingly 
infiltrated different spheres of life. The army, the school, the 
prison, the hospital: these and other institutions increasingly em- 
ployed the more subtle mechanisms of power based on training, 
disciplining, observing, recording. The spread of these mecha- 
nisms gradually gave rise to a kind of ‘disciplinary society’ in 
which the visibility of the few by the many has been replaced by 
the visibility of the many by the few, and in which the spectacular 
display of sovereign power has been replaced by the normalizing 
power of the gaze. & 

Foucault uses a striking image to characterize this new relation 
between power and visibility: the Panopticon. In 1791 Jeremy 
Bentham published a blueprint for the ideal penitentiary, which 
he called the Panopticon. 12 Bentham envisaged a circular building 
with an observation tower at the centre. The walls of the building 
were hned with cells, each separated from one another by walls. 
The cells would have two Windows: one on the inside, facing the 
observation tower, and one on the outside, allowing light to pass 
through the cell. By virtue of this unique architectural structure, a 
single supervisor in the central tower could subject a muítiplicity 
of inmates to continuous surveillance. Each inmate, securely con- 
fined in a cell, is permanently visible; each action can be seen and 
monitored by a supervisor who remains unseen. Moreover, since 
the inmates know that their actions are always visible even if they 
are not being observed at every moment, they wiil adapt their 
behaviour accordingly and always act as if they were being ob- 
served. They are subjected to a State of permanent visibility which 
ensures the automatic functioning of power. 

Foucault regards the Panopticon not merely as an ingenious if 
somewhat idiosyncratic piece of late eighteenth-century architec- 
tural design, but as a generalizable model for the organization of 
power relations in modera societies. This model - what he calis 
‘panopticism’ - provided an eflective alternative to earlier forms of 
exercising power. Gradually it supplemented and replaced earlier 
forms so that, in more and more spheres of social life, individuáis 
jwere increasingly subjected to the kinds of discipline and surveil- 
f anee that were so effectively employed in the prison. Increasingly 
individuáis are caught up in a new system of power in which 
visibility is a means of control. They are no longer wimesses 
,to a grand spectacle that unfolds before them but rather objeets of 
the múltiple, intersecting gazes which, through the daily excrcisc 
of surveillance, dispense with the nced for spectacle. 
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püblicness prevalent today - has profoundly altered the conditions 
under which political power is exercised. We can begin to unfold 
the political implications of this transformation by considering the 
ways in which those who exercise political power seek to manage 
their visibility before others. There is nothing new about the 
concern of political rulers or leaders to construct their self-images 
and to control their self-presentation: ; the management of visibility 
is an ancient political art. But the development of communication 
media, and therewith the transformation in the nature of visibility, 
have changed the rules by which this art is practised. 

Prior to the development of print and other forms of media, 
political rulers could generally restrict the activity of managing 
visibility to the relatively elosed circles of the assembly or the 
court. Visibility required co-prescnce: one could be visible only to 
those who shared the same spatial-temporal lócale. Henee emper- 
ors, kings, princes, lords and other power-holdcrs could concén- 
trate their efforts on managing their self-prcsentation before those 
with whom they interacted in face-to-face situations. Their audi- 
ences consisted primarily of members of ruling elites or of indi- 
viduáis who participated in the social life of the court: it was these 
individuáis, above all, with whom they interacted in their day-to- 
day lives and to whom they dirccted their public behaviour. 

There were occasions when rulers appearcd before wider audi- 
ences comprising, among others, some of the subjeets over whom 
they rulcd. These occasions included major public events such as 
coronations, royal funerals and victory marches. The pomp and 
ceremony of such occasions, the extravagance of the apparcl and 
surroundings, the aloofness of a figure who could be secn but not 
heard or touched or confronted as an cqual: all enabled the ruler 
to maintain some distance fforn his subjeets while cnabling thcm 
temporarily to see and celébrate his existence in a context of co- 
presence. The maintenance of distance attested to the sacrcdness 
í óf power. The ruler was above - both literally and symbolically - 
subjeets over whom he ruled, and his existence was both 
i mortal and divine. 11 

For most individuáis in ancient or medieval societics, however, 
the most powerful rulers were rarely if ever seen. Individuáis who 
i liyed in rural areas or in the peripheral regions of an empire or 

■ I k> n gdom would rarely have the opportunity to see the emperor or 
n fiesh and blood. Apart from royal progresses, which were 
ent and relatively infrequent, most public appearances of the 
rch took place in the political centre - in the halls and courts 
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of managing the visibility of political leaders through the media 
has assumed an ever greater significance. While there are some 
similarities with the kinds of strategies employed by rulers such as 
Louis XIV, the social and political conditions of managing visibil- 
ity in the late twenticth century are quite different from those 
which prevailed in carly modem Europe. Three differences are 
particularly important. First, since the early nineteenth century 
there has been a massive expansión in the size of audicnces 
capable of receiving mediated messages. Henee those concemed 
with the management of visibility now have to contend with a 
range of rccipients which is far greater - in terms both of number 
and geographical spread - than anything confronted by political 
leaders in early modem Europe. Second, the development of 
televisión has re-emphasized the importancc of visibility in the 
narrow sense of visión (that is, capable of being sccn with the 
eyes), though visibility is now detachcd from the sharing of a 
common lócale. Henee the visual appcarance of political leaders - 
the way they dress, groom themselves, carry themselves, etc. - 
becomes an important fcature of their self-prescntation before 
audiences who are remóte in spacc and who can see without being 
een. Morcover, televisión enablcs individuáis to appear before 
istant audiences in ways which are effcctively ‘live’, thus height- 
ning the degrec of vigilance and reflexivo monitoring required 
y political leaders and those entrusted with managing their 
isibility. 

A third important difference concems the relatively autono- 
aous development of political systcms which in many Western 
ocieties have incrcasingly assumed the form of liberal democra- 
ies in which organizcd political parties compete at regular inter- 
als, in accordance with certain rules, with the aim of securing a 
ufíkient proportion of the popular vote to install them in power. 
ce the early development of modem democratic systcms, the 
$ss played a crucial role as a principal forum within which this 
ipetition took place, a role which, in the late twentieth century, 
been increasingly taken over by televisión. Today the careful 
entation of self before distant others whose allegiancc must be 
tantly nourished, and whose support is vitally required from 
o time, is not so much an option as an imperative for actual 
piring political leaders and their parties. In the social and 
1 conditions of the late twentieth century, politicians in 
emocratic societies have little choice but to submit to the 
compulsory visibility. To renounce the management of 
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visibility through the media would be either an act of political 
suicide or an expression of bad faith by someone who was so 
accustomed to the an of self-presentation, or so well placed in an 
organization that practised the an to good cffect, that he or she 
could claim to do without it. 

While the management of visibility through the media ís an 
unavoidable feature of modem politics, the strategies employed by 
politicians, parties and govcmments vary grcatly, as does the 
extent to which this task is tumed into a concerted and self- 
conscious activity. Nixon was one of the first US presidential 
candidatos who made a systematic attempt to use televisión to his 
advantage. After losing the 1960 clection to Kennedy, during 
which he had come off badly in a much-discussed televtsed 
debate, Nixon decided that he had no altemativc but to use 
televisión as a rheans of forging a new image and presenting it to 
the electorate. He fought the 1968 election with the help of a team 
of media advisers who were familiar with the techniques of adver- 
tising and well attuned to the political uses of televisión. ” 
Through spot commercials and carefully arranged panel discus- 
sions, they sought to construct an image of Nixon as a statesman- 
like leader seeking to communicate with the people, while at the 
same time shielding him from the damage that could be causcd by 
the uncontrolled questioning of ¡oumalists. 

The management of visibility through the media is an activity 
pursued not only in the politically intcnsive periods of clection 
campaigns, it is also a day-to-day pan of the very business of 
goveming. For the conduct of government requires a continuous 
process of decision-making conceming what is to be made public. 
to whom and how. The task of making and exccuting these 
decisions may be handed over in pan to a team of specialized 
personnel who are responsible for managing the relation bctwcen 
the government and the media. Consider, for example, some of 
the strategies typically employed by the Reagan administraron 
during the early 1980s. 20 The principal architects of Reagan s 
public relations approach - Michael Deavcr and David Gergen - 
were convinced of the political imponance of televisión and ot the 
nced to manage continuously the relation to the press. Gergen 
had worked for Nixon and had scen how, in the case of Watergatc, 
a belligerent and overly secretive approach could backfire cata- 
strophically. Deaver, Gergen and their colleagues therefore sought 
to cultívate a symbiotic relation with the media, providing the F\ 


networks with a continuous programme of wcll-managed photo 
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opportunities and well-illustrated stories to fill their broadeasting 
schedules. 

While trying to satisfy the demand for new images and stories, 
the Deaver-Gergen team also sought strictly to control access to 
the President himself and to keep him away ffom the front line. 
Gergen devised the ‘lightning-rod theory’ of the relation between 
the President and the press: you only have one President and he 
has to be kept out of harm’s way, but you have plenty of others 
who can be put forward to take the flak when the news is bad. As 
Gergen put it, ‘One of the most destructive aspeets of the Cárter 
administraron is that they continually let him go out there and be 
the point man, on everything! A lot of our srategy has to do with 
not having the President out answering questions every day.’ 21 
Henee the number of presidential press conferences was reduced 
and the President was increasingly isolated from reporters. Deaver 
and Gergen concenrated their efforts on projecting positive 
images of the President and cultivating amicable relations with 
the press while putting forward others, such as White House 
spokesman Larry Speakes, to deal with awkward questions from 
reporters. 

There was another reason why Deaver and Gergen thought it 
important to keep Reagan away from the front line: they were 
worried about the ‘gaffe problem’. Placed in front of reporters and 
given the task of responding live to questions, Reagan had a 
disconccrting tendeney to utter statements that were ill-informed, 
simple-minded or quite simply wrong. This tendeney threatened 
to undermine the attempt to present Reagan as a decisivo and 
accomplished leader. ‘The gaffe question went directly to the 
question of competence,’ explaincd Gergen. ‘If you had [Reagan 
portrayed as] both unfair and incompctent, you were in 
trouble.’ 22 In order to defuse this problem, the Deaver-Gergen 
team pursued a two-pronged strategy. On the one hand, they went 
on the offensive and increascd the opportunities for Reagan to 
appear before televisión viewers, on the assumption that his per- 
sonal charm would outweigh the risks associated with incompe- 
tcnce and factual error. Thus they moved his press conferences 
from the aftemoon to the evening, when they could be seen on 
prime-time televisión. On the other hand, they tightened the 
Controls around the President and tried to limit the occasions 
when he might be callcd on to make an off-the-cuff remark. In 
spring 1 982, for instance, Deaver tried to prevent reporters from 
asking questions during photo opportunities, a restriction which, 
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while initially denounced by the networks, eventually met with 

some success. . . 

Although there were occasional confrontations, the success ot 
the Reagan administration’s PR strategy depended on the cultiva- 
tion of amicable relations with the major media institutions, Spe- 
cial efforts were made by Deaver, Gergen and their colleagues to 
win over the news organizations and keep them on their side, 
while the news organizations in tum tended to oblige so long as 
there was a continuous flow of vivid images and interesting stones. 
Hertsgaard describes this as a ‘subtle form of media complicity in 
which joumalists became, in effect, uncritical mouthpieces for the 
Reagan administration. 23 While Hertsgaard’s argument may be 
somewhat overstated, he is surely right to stress that, in societies 
where the media are not under the direct control of the State, the 
task of managing the visibility of political leaders is generally 
pursued in ways that are indirect, relying less on overt censorship 
than on mutual cooperation, carcfully controlled access and the 
self-censorship of news organizations which have something to 
gain from adopting a conciliatory stance. That this kind of cosy 
collaboration bctween the managers of visibility and the purveyors 
of news represents something less than one might legitimately 
expect of media organizations in a democratic society is a consid- 
eraron to which we shall retura. 


The Limits of Control: Gaffes, Scandals and Other 
Sources of Trouble 

So far I have been concerned to analyse some of the ways in which 
individuáis seek to employ the means of communication at their 
disposal in order to manage their visibility before others and 
cspecially others, in the modem age of televisión, who are spaually 
(and perhaps also temporally) remóte. But mediated visibility is a 
double-edged sword. While ncw media of communication have 
created new opportunities for the management of visibility, en- 
abling political leaders to appcar before their subjeets in a way ane 
on a scale that never existed before, they have also created neu 
risks. The mediated arena of modem politics is open and access- 
ible in a way that traditional assemblies and courts were not 
Moreover. given the nature of the media, the messages produced 
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by political leaders may be rcceived and understood in ways that 
cannot be directly monitored and controlled. Henee the visibility 
created by the media may become the source of a new and 
distinctive kind oifragiHty. Howcver much political leaders may 
seek to manage their visibility, they cannot complctely control it; 
the phenomenon of visibility may slip from their grasp and, on 
occasion, work against them. 

The inability to control the phenomenon of visibility completcly 
is a constant source of trouble for political leaders. They musí be 
on their guard continuously and employ a high degree of reflexiv- 
ity to monitor their actions and utterances, since an indiscrect act 
or ill-judgcd remark can, if recorded and relayed to millions of 
viewers, have disastrous consequences. Wc can explore these ¡s- 
sucs further by focusing on scveral different sourccs of trouble. 1 
shall distinguish four types of occurrcnce and consider some 
examples of cach: the gañe and the outburst; the performance that 
backfires; the leak; and the scandal. These four types of occur- 
rence do not comprisc an exhaustivo list of sourccs of trouble. 
Moreover, they are not mutually exclusive: in certain circum- 
stanccs they may overlap, in the way for instance that a leak may 
develop into a scandal. But by distinguishing these four types of 
occurrcnce and analysing some of the conditions and consc- 
qucnces of each, we can begin to explore a range of phenomena 
which have yet to be analysed in a svstematic and thorough 
fashion. 2 ' 1 

Gaffes and outbursts are among the most common sources of 
trouble for political leaders. They represent a failure on the part of 
the individual fully to control his or her behaviour, and they 
thereby attest to an individual who is not fully in command of the 
situation or of his or her own feeiings, actions or utterances. Of 
course, gaffes and outbursts occur relatively frequently in contexts 
of evcryday social interaction, and no doubt they were quite 
common within the circles of ruling elites in the past. What is ncw 
today is not the occurrcnce of gaffes and outbursts among political 
leaders, but rather the fact that, with the new means of electronic 
communication (and espccially televisión), the gaffes and out- 
bursts can be recorded live, seen and heard by millions, and 
replayed countless times before an ever-widening circle of recipi- 
ents. Henee the gañe and the outburst become public displays of 
incompetence and lack of self-control before audienccs which are 
unpreccdented in scale and capable of viewing (and reviewing) the 
event in detail. Moreover, such displays can have consequences 
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footh for the actions of distant otos and for the careers of the 
individuáis who have the misfortune of bemg seen to perform 

th i™ave already commented on Reagan’s proneness to commit 
gaffes and on how his PR managers med, with some success t 
fimit the negative consequences of these public dtsplays of mcom- 
“e. But Reagan, while perhaps moregaffe-prone than oto 
leader^ was by no means unique m this regard. In the 19 i 
primary campaign, President Ford displayed h.s urfam. ianty 
with Nlexican food when, on a campaign rally in San Antonio, 
Texas, he was served with hot tamales by his hosts. As televisión 
cameras focused on his mouth, he procecdcd 10 b.te mt^üie 
tamale: but the symbolic act of consumpuon was immediately 
aborted because he had failed to remove the com husk in which 
the tamale was wrapped. The gaffe was relayed *ro^mit *e 
country on prime-time news broadeasts and featured on the front 

pages of many newspapers. 25 i 

While gaffes among political leaders are fairly common, out 
bursts artf less so. Gaffes arise when leaders are not in command 
oí the situation in which they find themselves or the mate " a > 
which they are dealing; outbursts anse when leaders are not m 
amtrolof themselves . The example of Senator Edward Muskie is 
well known. A leading candidate for the Democratic 
nomination in 1972, Muskie appeared on the i steps 
cnester Union Leader on 26 February in near bl^ard condmo^ 
in order to condemn a vicious attack the paper had made or i his 
wife Muskie called the newspaper s publisher a liar and 
gutless coward’ and then, as he read the headhne j 

wife, his voice faltered and he broke down in tears. rhc outburst 
was recorded and repeatedly broadeast on televisión. Ctorgeso 
weakness and emotionalism ensued, especially from Republi n 
quarters, and Muskie’s campaign rapidly lost momentum. I 

Gaffes and outbursts do not always have destructive conse I 
quences Many political leaders are able to limit the damage, ani 
some (such as Reagan) may have teams of assistants whomd^j 
damage limitation among their tasks. But oto pohtical figt I 
especially those with less political clout and less professiomtí eg| 
pertise at their disposal - may find it difficult to shake off the 
negative images created by well-publicized gaffes. Former Vic| 
President Dan Quayle’s image was tooughly tmmste 
series of gaffes, including his much-discussed attempt to - - J 

*i- soelling of ‘potato(e)’. 27 And it seems likely that the politioal ;s ¡ 
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career of Edwina Currie, who was a júnior minister of health in 
Margaret Thatcher’s govemment, suffered irreparable damage 
ffom her unfortunate remarks about eggs. 28 

The conditions of the performance that backfires are somewhat 
different from those of the gaffe or the outburst. In the case of the 
performance that backfires, the performing individual may be in 
complete control of his or her behaviour. The problem stems not 
from incompetence or loss of control, but rather from a misjudge- 
ment conceming the ways in which the performance would be 
received and understood by the people who watch and listen to it. 
As a result of this misjudgement, a message intended to have a 
certain effect may produce quite the opposite, and thus backfire 
on the producer. Moreover, since the rccipients are not physically 
present at the place of production, the performing individual is 
generally unable to monitor their responsos and adjust his or her 
behaviour accordingly. Henee the individual is deprived of the 
kind of feedback that would otherwise enable him or her to 
mitígate the negative consequences of a performance that was in 
the process of backfiring. 

t 4 í The risk of backfire is all the greater when there is a wide 
divergence of interests, valúes and beliefs between the performing 
: individual and the main recipients. A striking example of this was 
; the attempt by Saddam Hussein, in the run-up to the Gulf War, 
to use televisión as a means of showing the West that the foreign- 
. ers held in Iraq were being treated in a courteous and hospitable 
way. On 24 August 1 990 Saddam Hussein staged a press confer- 
ence with a group of British hostages and their children. Dressed 
m civilian clothes, he fondled the children, asked them if they 
were getting enough food and exercisc, and praised their role in 
preventing war. While apparently intended to reassure viewers in 
the \\ est and to place further pressure on Western govemments to 
desist from military action, the press conference was seen by many 
jjgtBritain and elsewhere as a shameful manipulation of fbreign 
natíonals who were being held against their will. 

Wíet us now consider two types of occurrence - the leak and the 
gcandal - which are quite different from those considered so fár. 
;Both the leak and the scandal can be understood as a breakdown 
Iggthe attempt to manage the relation between front-region and 
gack-region behaviour. Information or behaviour that individuáis 

E gíant to withhoid or conceal - that is, to reserve for a back región 
prívate behaviour or covert activity - is suddenly thrust into the 
“le domain and made visible to a large number of recipients. 
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The Information or behaviour is generally such that, by being 
made visible in this way, it compromises or potentially under- 
mines the public image that the individual or administration 
wishes to project, or the course of action they wish to pursue. 
Henee leaks and scandals are generally accompanied by defensive 
measures aimed at limiting the damage that could be caused 
by uncontrolled disclosures of sensitive information or prívate 
behaviour. 

The phenomenon of the leak is more restricted in scope than 
that of the scandal. A leak is an intentional disclosure of informa- 
tion on the part of an insider who chooses to make public some- 
thing which he or she knows to be reserved for a back región. The 
insider knows that his or her action may cause trouble for others, 
and knows that, if he or she is identified as the source of the leak, 
serious sanctions could be imposed. But these risks are accepted 
as part of the price to be paid in order to make public something 
which, in the insider’s view, should be part of the public domain. 
The leak in this sense can be distinguished from the quasi-official 
release of information by a govemment body or ageney: this type 
of disclosure is not so much a leak as a device used by govemment 
officials to manage the boundaries between the visible and the 
invisible. 

Leaks can give rise to scandals or contribute to their formation, 
but scandals can also arise in other ways. The term ‘scandal’ is a 
common and widely used term which dates back to the late 
sixteenth century. While the original uses of the term often had a 
religious overtone (conduct which was an offence to religious 
sensibilities), gradually the term acquired a more general conno- 
tation and was used to express a sense of indignation or moral 
outrage. Scandalous behaviour was conduct that brought disgrace 
or offended the sense of decency. The term retains this connota- 
tion today, but the conditions under which scandalous activities 
occur have changad in certain respeets. Of course, scandals occur 
in many spheres of life; but the scandals that erupt in the political 
sphere, and that figure so prominently today, are generally linked 
to breakdowns in the management of visibility through the media. 
Scandal is an occupational hazard of politics in the age of medi- 
ated visibility. 

The scandals which receive so much attention today - not only 
the great scandals like Watergate and the Irán— Contra affair, but 
also the smaller-scale scandals which erupt with an almost numb- 
ing frequeney in the press — can be partly understood in terms of 
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the shifting boundaries between the public and the prívate. 29 
These scandals arise when activities hitherto kept hidden or 
secret, and which could be carried out only in so far as they were 
kept hidden or secret, are suddenly disclosed or made visible 
through the media. The secrecy of the activity is essential to its 
existence: if the individuáis performing the activity had openly 
declared what they intended to do, they would not have been able 
to follow through with their plans. Moreover, the public disclo- 
sure, generally through the media, of the hitherto secret or con- 
cealed activity is constitutive of its character as a scandal. This 
disclosure makes visible an activity which could not have been 
conducted openly and which, on becoming visible, gives rise to 
the kind of public outcry which constitutes the scandal. 

Scandals generally presuppose sets of norms or expectations 
which are contravened or transgressed by the activities in ques- 
tion, and with reference to which the activities, once disclosed, are 
denounced. 'lítese norms and expectations vary from one sociai- 
historical contcxt to another. Henee what counts as scandalous, 
and the extent of damage that it can cause to an individual or 
administration, will depend on the prevailing norms and expecta- 
tions: bribery and cmbezzlcment among govemment officials or 
extramarital affairs among members of the political eüte do not 
have the same significance evcrywhere and at all times. What 
made the disclosure of Cecil Parkinson’s affair with his secretary 
so damaging for the Conservative govemment in general, and for 
Parkinson’s political career in particular, was the fact that it oc- 
curred at a time when Margarct Thatchcr and her associatcs were 
attempting to build a political programme around the theme of a 
retum to traditional valúes, among which the sacrcdness of the 
nuclear family was regarded as paramount. For Thatcher’s erst- 
while party chairman to be exposed as the man who made his 
secretary pregnant, and whose wife and family had to suffer the 
consequences, could hardly be seen, in that contcxt, as anything 
other than scandalously hypocritical. 30 

In the case of scandals which threatcn to undermine support for 
political leaders or govcmments, attempts are generally made, as 
soon as the scandal begins to break out, to circumscribc the 
source of the trouble, to downplay its potentially damaging impli- 
cations and to prevent sénior officials from becoming implicated 
in the affair. These exercises in damage limitation are an integral 
part of the management of visibility: they are the normal responses 
of individuáis and organizations whose strategies of visibility man- 
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agement have broken down. Indeed, ¡t is not uncommon for 
individuáis planning covert operations to build in arrangemer.ts 
which would limit the damage in the event that the operation ¡s 
exposcd. Such arrangcments appear to have bcen in place, for 
instance, well before the Iran-Contra operation becatnc headlíne 
news in November 1986. In his testimony to the select commit- 
tecs of the House of Representatives and the Senate, Olivcr North 
admitted that CIA Director William Casey had informed him that 
he was probably not sufficiently sénior to carry the blame and that 
his superior, Rear Admiral John Poindexter, might also have to 
take the fall. 31 Poindexter, in tum, told the committees that he had 
sought to provide the President with ‘future deniability’ of know- 
ledge about the Iran-Contra operation. Whether Reagan knew 
about the operation or not, it is clear that those involved had fully 
appreciatéd the importance of insulating the President in the 
event that the operation became public. 

The gaffe and the outburst, the performance that backfires, the 
leak and the scandal: all are occurrences which indícate that, 
however much individuáis may seek to manage their visibility 
through the media, they cannot completely control it, and that 
they are vulnerable to new kinds of risk which stem from this 
double-edged character of mediated visibility. One of the reasons 
why it is so difficult to control the phenomenon of mediated 
visibility is the sheer proliferation of the means of producing and 
transmitting mediated messages in the world today. It is, of 
course, true that the means of prodúction and transmission are 
organized in ccrtain ways and that there is a significant dcgree of 
concentration in the media industries, as wc saw earlier. It is also 
no doubt true that many media organizations are a good deal less 
inquisitive and less eagcr to probe the unseemly side of politicai 
life than some of the latter-day champions of the free press would 
suggest. But these considerations should not blind us to the fact 
that, with the growing proliferation of the means of producing and 
transmitting mediated messages, it is incrcasingly difficult for 
political leaders (and their PR teams) to control the visibility of 
thcmsclves and of the actions and events they initiate or produce. 
It is increasingly difficult for them to throw a veil of secrecy 
around themselvcs and around particular domains of action, and 
to cnsure that these domains will remain invisible or bccome 
accessible only in carefully predetermined ways. The exercise of 
political power today thus takes place in an arena which is tncreas- 
ingly open to view : however hard political leaders may try to restrict 
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the visibility of themselves or of particular actions or events, they 
know they run the risk that they, or the actions or events for which 
they are responsible, may be shown and seen in ways they did not 
intend, and henee they must reckon with the permanent possibil- 
ity of uncontrolled visibility. 

We have yet to understand the fiill significance and long-term 
consequences of these aspeets of mediated visibility. On the one 
hand, the rise of mediated visibility may make it more difficult for 
those who exercise political power to do so secretively, furtively, 
behind closed doors. Henee it may, under certain institutional 
conditions, render the exercise of political power more open and 
accountable to the members of an electorate. But, on the other 
hand, the uncontrollable character of mediated visibility also gives 
rise to a new kind of fragility in the political sphere. Govemments 
racked by scandal, political leaders struggling to limit the damage 
caused by leaks and disclosures of various kinds: these are not the 
conditions under which decisive political leadership can readily be 
shown. They are, on the contrary, the conditions which may lead 
to weakened govemment and political paralysis, and which may 
nourish the suspicion and cynicism which many people feel to- 
wards politicians and established political institutions. They are 
also the conditions which could, perhaps, provide fertile ground 
for the growth of a new kind of demagoguery: the sudden rise to 
power of a figure who is seemingly untouched by the scandals and 
murky dealings of professional politicians and their clientele, and 
whose appeal is rooted in part in a pervasive sense of disafifection 
v and distrust. 

The possible consequences of mediated visibility are certainly 
important and in need of further study. But if we wish to under- 
f stand the full significance of this phenomenon, we must sitúate it 
in a broader context. For the exercise of political power today is 
increasingly open to view, not only in the sphere of domestic 
politics but on a global scale. Actions such as military interven- 
tions in the Gulf or the suppression of demonstrations in China, 
South Africa or the West Bank are actions which take place in a 
tew kind of mediated global arena: they are visible, observable, 
:apable of being witnessed simultaneously and repeatedly by mil- 
of individuáis around the world. Evcn in cases where intense 
s are made to restrict visibility (as with the Gulf War), there 
ays the possibility that images will be transmitted which 
ay events in a different light (as was the case, for instance, 
some of the reports from the CNN team which remained in 
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The Globalization of 
Communication 


One of the salient features of communication in the modern world 
is that it takes place on a scale that is increasingly global. Messages 
áre transmitted across large distances with relative ease, so that 
individuáis have access to information and communication which 
Originates from distant sources. Moreover, with the uncoupling of 
space and time brought about by electronic media, the access to 
[ messages stemming ffom spatially remóte sources can be instanta- 
neous (or virtually so). Distance has been eclipsed by proliferating 
; ñetworks of electronic communication. Individuáis can interact 
with one another, or can act within ffameworks of mediated quasi- 
interaction, even though they are situated, in terms of the practical 
contexts of their day-to-day livcs, in different parts of the world. 

The reordcring of space and rime brought about by the dcvel- 
opment of the media is part of a broader set of processcs which 
have transformcd (and are still transforming) the modern world. 
These processes are commonly described today as ‘globalization’. 
The term is not a precise one, and it is used in differing ways in the 
£ literature.‘ In the most general sense, it refers to the growing 
mterconnectedness of different parts of the world, a process 
which gives rise to complcx forms of interaction and interdepend- 
r eney. Dcfined in this way, ‘globalization’ may scem indistin- 
pishable from related terms such as ‘intemationalization’ and 
‘transnationalization’, and these terms are often used inter- 
changeably in the literaturc. But while these various notions refer 
to phenomena that are closely connected, the process of 
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globalization, as I shall understand it here, involves more than the 
expansión of activities beyond the boundanes of particular nation- 
states. Globalization arises only when (a) activities take place man 
arena which is global or nearly so (rather than merely regional, for 
example); (b) activities are organized, planned or coordinated on 
a global scale; and (c) activities involve some degree of reciprocity 
and interdependency, such that localized activities situated 
in different parts of the World are shaped by one another. One can 
speak of globalization in this sense only when the growing 
interconnectedness of different regions and locales becomes sys- 
tematic and reciprocal to some degree, and only when the scope 

of interconnectedness is effectively global. . 

Understood in this sense, the process of globalization is a dis- 
tinctive feature of the modem world, and it is a process that has 
intensified significantly in recent decades. But globalization is by 
no means a new phenomenon. Its origins can be traced back to 
the expansión of trade in the late Middle Ages and early modem 
period. 2 Prior to the late Middle Ages, most trade was local 
in character; the long-distance trade that did exist, such as the 
trade in spices and silk, was small in volume and restncted o 
a tiny fraction of the population. During the late fifteenth and 
early sixteenth cenwries, however, the nature, volume and 
geographical extern of trade increased dramatically . Regular trad- 
ing relations were established between Europe and other parts of 
the world, and a small number of European mantime nattons 
including Spain, The Netherlands and England - formed the core 

of an emerging world economy. , 

While the origins of globalization can be traced back to the 
expansión of trade in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centu- 
ries, it was in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centunes 
that the process of globalization gradually took holdand acqutred 
many of the characteristics that it displays today. The consolida- 
tion of colonial power coupled with the development of mdustn- 
alization created a new pattem of world trade based on an 
emerging intemational división of labour. Core countries im- 
poned raw materials ffom the colonies and exponed manufac- 
turad goods throughout the world. Industrial production became 
increasingly imponant as a source of economic and polmcal 
power for core countries, while peripheral regions became mcreas- ; 
ingly dependent on the most powerful colonial States. The for- 
tunes of the core countries fluctuated: initially Bntam took the 
- - - ’ - r ovenaken by the United States, Germany antis 
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Japan. The development of the global System was sporadic and 
uneven; it reflected fluctuations in economic activity and funda- 
mental asymmetries in the distribution of power. 

■piere can be no doubt that the organization of economic 
activity and concentrations of economic power have played a 
crucial role in the process of globalization. But all forms of power 
- economic, political, coercive and symbolic - have both contrib- 
uted to and been affected by this process. If one retraces the 
process of globalization, one finds that these various forms of 
power overlap with one another in complex ways, sometimes 
reinforcing and sometimes conflicting with one another, creating 
a shifüng interplay of forms of power. In this chapter I shall focus 
primarily on the social organization of symbolic power and the 
ways in which it has contributed to and been transformed by the 
process of globalization. But this will necessarily involve some 
discussion of economic, political and coercive power as well. 

I shall begin by retracing the emergence of globalization in the 
sphere of communication. When did it begin? How did it develop? 
What forms did it assume? In the second section I shall analyse 
some of the structured characteristics of globalized processes of 
communication in the world today. I shall then examine the 
légacy of what is probably the most important theoretical interpre- 
taron of the globalization of communication and its consequences 
” the theory of cultural imperialism. In the final section I 
Shall develop an altemative view which, while recognizing the 
structured character of global communication flows, places 
particular emphasis on the complex, Creative interface between 
the globalized difiusion of media producís and their localized 
appropriation. 


The Emergence of Global Communication Networks 

fhe practice of transmitting messages across extended stretches 
f space is not new. We have seen that elabórate networks of 
stal communication were established by political authorities in 
e Román Empirc and by political, ecclesiastical and commercial 
ites in medieval Europe. With the development of printing in the 
te fifteenth ccntury, books, pamphlets and other printed materi- 
3 were circulated well beyond the locales of their production, 
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írequently Crossing the ffontiers of the emerging nation-states. 
Moreover, as European powers developed txading relations with 
other parts of the world, communication channels were estab- 
lished between Europe and those regions of the world that were 
drawn increasingly into the spheres of European colonial 
expansión. 

It was only in the nineteenth century, however, that communi- 
cation nctworks were systematically organized on a global scale. It 
was in the nineteenth century, thereforc, that the globalization of 
communication took hold. This was partly due to the devclop- 
ment of ncw technologies which enabled communication to be 
dissociatcd from physical transporta tion. But it was also linked 
directly to economic, political and military considera tions. I shall 
examine the beginnings of the globalization of communication by 
focusing on three key developments of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centurics: (1) the development of underwater 
cable systems by the European imperial powers; (2) the establish- 
ment of intcmational news agencies and their división of the world 
into exclusive spheres of opcration; and (3) the formation of 
intcmational organizations concemed with the allocation of the 
electromagnetic spectrum. 

(1) The telegraph was the first médium of communication which 
successfully exploited the communication potential of electricity. 

Experiments with early forms of telegraphy took place in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, but the first electro- 
magnetic telegraphs were developed in the 1830s. In 1831 Joseph 
Henry of Albany, New York, succccded in transmitting signáis 
over a mile-long Circuit, and by 1 837 usable systems had been 
developed by Cooke and Whcatstone in England and Morse in 
the United States. The system dcvised by Cooke and Whcatstone, 
which used needles that could be read visually, was initially in- 
stalled along the railway between Paddington and West Drayton 
in July 1 839. But Morse’s system, which used a dot-dash code for 
the transmission of messages, eventually proved to be the most 
succcssful. In 1843 Morse built his first practical telegraph line 
between Washington and Baltimore with funds provided by the 
US Congrcss. Subsequently the telegraph industry developed 
rapidly in the United States and in Europe, stimulated by demand 
ffom the railways, the press, and the business and financial 
scctors. 

The early telegraph systems were land-based and therefore 
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restrictcd in terms of their geographical scope. It was not until the 
1850s that reliable methods of underwater telegraphy were devel- 
oped. The early submarine cables were generally made of copper 
wire coated with gutta percha, a natural insulating material made 
from the sap of a Malayan tree. 1 * 3 In 1851-2 submarine cables were 
successfully laid across the English Channel and between England 
and Ireland. In 1857-8 the first attempt was made to lay a cable 
across the Atlantic Ocean, though it ended in failure. The first 
attempts to link Britain with India were similarly unsuccessful. In 
1864, however, a submarine cable was successfully laid between 
Karachi and the Persian Gulf; the line was then connectcd by 
land-based cables to Constantinople and Europe. By 1 865 a 
telegraph link between Britain and India was complete. A year 
later, a transatlantic cable was successfully laid. 

Following these early successes, the submarine cable industry 
developed rapidly. In the early 1870s, cables were laid throughout 
South-East Asia, so that Europe was linked to China and Aus- 
tralia. Cables were also laid between Europe and South America, 
and along the coasts of Africa. Most of the cables were produced, 
laid and operated by prívate companics, although these compa- 
nies often received substantial financial assistance from govem- 
ments. London was the centre of this expanding communication 
network and was the principal source of financc for the intema- 
tional submarino cable business. By 1900, approximately 190,000 
miles of submarine cable had been laid throughout the world. 
British firms owned 72 per cent of these cables, and a substantial 
proportion were owned by one firm - the Eastem and Associated 
Companies founded by the Manchester merchant John Pender, 
who had been involved in the submarine cable industry since the 
I860s. 

fcThe early submarine cable networks were used primarily for 
commercial and business purposes, although political and military 
concems also playcd an important role in their development. As 
téaders of the most extensive empire of the late nineteenth cen- 
ry, British officials were well awarc of the strategic valué of rapid 
Communications. The British Admiralty and the Colonial, War 
ind Forcign Offices placed pressure on the govemment to con- 
struct additional submarinc cables which di d not cross non- 
ritish territories, and which would therefore be lcss vulnerable in 
es of crisis. One such cable was laid between Britain and the 
ape of Good Hope in 1899-1901, and was used during the Boer 
'ar. This line was subsequently extended to Mauritius, Ccylon, 
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Singapore and Australia, thereby connecting Britain to South- 
East Asia and Australia via a route which avoided the Middle 

East. , 

The submarine cable networks developed in the second hall oí 
the nineteenth century thus constituted the first global system 01 
communication in which the capacity to transmit messages was 
clearly separated from the time-consuming processes of transpor- 
tation. Individuáis located in the major urban centres of Europe 
and North America acquired the means to communicate almost 
instantaneously with other parís of the world. The contrast with 
earlier forms of transport-based communication was dramatic. 
Up to the 1830s, a letter posted in England took five to eight 
months to reach India; and due to monsoons in the Indian Ocean, 
it could takc two years for a reply to be received. 2 * 4 In the 1870s, a 
telegram cóuld reach Bombay in five hours, and the answer could 
be back on the same day. And in 1924, at the British Empire 
Exhibition, King George V sent himself a telegram which circled 
the globo on all-British lines in 80 seconds. Rapid communication 
on a global seale - albeit along routes that rcflected the organiza- 
tion of economic and political power - was a rcality. 

(2) A second devclopment of the nineteenth ccntury which was of 

considerable significance for the formation of global communica- 
tion networks was the establishment of intemational news agen- 

cies. The significance of news agencies in dlis context was 
thrcefold. First, the agencies wcre concemed with the systematic 
gathering and dissemination of news and other information over 
large territorios - primarily in Europe to begin with, but soon 
extending to other parts of the world. Second, after an imti.il 
period of competitivc rivalry, the major news agencies evcntually 
agreed to divide up the world into mutually exclusive spheres of 
operation, thus crcating a multilateral ordering of communicaticn 
networks which was cffectively global in scope. Third, the news 
agencies worked closcly with the press, providing newspapcrs with 
stories, extraets and information which could be printed and 
diffuscd to a wide audience. Henee the news agencies were tied 
into networks of communication which, via print (and later radio 
and televisión), would reach a significant and growing proportion 
of the population. 

The first news ageney was established in París by Charles Havas 
in 1835. 5 A wealthy entrepreneur, Havas acquired what was prí- 
marily a translating office, the Correspondance Gamier, and tumed 
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it into an ageney which collected extraets from various Europcan 
papers and delivered them daily to the French press. By 1 840 the 
ageney catered for clients in London and Brussels as well, supply- 
ing news by coach and by means of a regular pigcon Service. In the 
late 1 840s, rival news-gathering Services were set up in London by 
Paul Julius Reuter and in Berlín by Bemard Wolff. The agencies 
took advantage of the development of tciegraph cable systems, 
which made it possible to transmit information over cver-greater 
distances at grcat speed. Competition among the three agencies 
intensified in the 1850s, as each ageney sought to secure new 
clients and to expand its sphere of operation. Howevcr, in order to 
avoid damaging conflicts, the agencies eventually decided to co- 
operate by dividing the world up into mutually exclusive territo- 
ries. By virtue of the Ageney Alliance Treaty of 1869, Reuter 
obtained the territories of the British Empire and the Far East; 
Havas acquired the French Empire, Italy, Spain and Portugal; 
and Wolff was granted the exclusive right to opérate in Germán, 
Austrian, Scandinavian and Russian territories. While the agen- 
cies were independent commercial organizations, their domains of 
operation corresponded to the spheres of economic and political 
influence of the major European imperial powers. Each ageney 
worked closely with the political and commercial elites of the 
country which served as its home base, enjoying some degree of 
political patronage and providing information which was valuable 
i for the conduct of trade and diplomacy. 

The triple ageney cartel dominated the intemational collection 
and dissemination of news until the outbreak of the First World 
War. Other news agencies were established in the late nineteenth 
a nd early twentieth centuries, but most had aligned themselves 
with one of the three principáis. In the wake of the First World 
War, however, the triple ageney cartel was broken by the expan- 
sión of two American agencies, Associated Press (AP) and the 
United Press Association (UPA, subsequently transformed into 
United Press International or UPI). Associated Press was a coop- 
era tive established in 1848 by six New York daily newspapers. AP 
joined the European cartel in 1893, agreeing to supply the Euro- 
pean agencies with news from America in retum for the exclusive 
right to distribute news in the United States. The United Press 
je Association was fbunded by E. W. Scripps in 1 907, partly in order 
to break the hold of AP in the domestic US news market. In 
: áddition to serving the US market, UPA set up offices in South 
America and sold news to South American and Japanese news- 
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papers. During the First World War and its aftermath, both AP 
and UPA expanded their activities worldwide, placing increasing 
pressure on the cartel arrangements. By the early 1930s the triple 
agency cartel was effectively at an end; in 1934 Reuters signed a 
new agreement with AP which gave the American agencies a free 
hand to collect and distribute news throughout the world. While 
the American agencies expanded rapidly and Reuters maintained 
a strong position in the global market, the other European agen- 
cies underwent major changes. The capitulation of France in 
1940 brought about the dissolution of Havas, although it was 
eventually replaced by a new agency, the Agence France-Presse 
(AFP), which took over many of the assets and connections of its 
predecessor. With the rise of Nazism and the subsequent defeat 
and partition of Germany following the Second World War, the 
Wolff agency lost its position of influence in the intemational 
domain and eventually disappeared. 

Since the Second World War, the four major agencies - 
Reuters, AP, UPI and AFP - have maintained their positions of 
dominance in the intemational system for the collection and 
dissemination of news and other information. Many other agen- 
cies have been established and expanded their spheres of opera- 
tion; and some agencies, such as TASS and the Deutsche Presse 
Agentur, acquired (at least temporarily) a prominent intemational 
role. But the four majors remain the key actors in the global 
information order. Many newspapers and broadcasting organiz- 
ations throughout the world depend heavily on them for intema- 
tional news, as well as for news of their own geopolitical región, 
and many of the smaller agencies are affiliated to them. The major 
news agencies have also expanded and diversified their activities, 
taking advantage of new developments in information and com- 
munication technology and emerging as central players in the new 
global market for information and data of various kinds, including 
information relating to financial and commercial transactions. 6 

The dominance of the major news agencies, combined with 
other inequalities in the intemational flow of information and 
communication, has led to calis from various quarters for a reor- 
ganization of the global information order. A series of conferences 
and commissions sponsored by UNESCO in the 1970s and early 
1980s generated a wide-ranging debate on the theme of a ‘New 
World Information and Communication Order’ (NWICO). The 
proponents of NWICO were seeking a more equitable balance in 
the intemational flow and content of information, as well as á 
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strengthening of the technological infrastructures and productive 
capacities of less developed countries in the sphere of communi- 
cation. But the UNESCO initiatives met with considerable resist- 
ance from certain govemments and interest groups in the West. In 
1984 the United States withdrew from UNESCO, followed by the 
United Kingdom in 1985; together this deprived UNESCO of 
around 30 per cent of its budget and greatly limited the effective- 
ness of any policy recommendations. 7 Nevertheless, the NWICO 
debate helped to increase awareness of the issues raised by the 
dominance of the major news agencies and, more generally, by the 
inequalities associated with the globalization of communication. It 
also helped to stimulate the developmcnt of various forms of 
cooperation among so-called Third World countries, including 
the expansión of regional and non-aligned news agencies in Africa 
and clsewherc. 8 

(3) A third development which played an importan! role in the 
globalization of communication also stems from the late ninc- 
teenth century: it concems the development of new means of 
transmitting information via clcctrotnagnctic waves and the suc- 
cession of attempts to regúlate the allocation of the electromag- 
netic spcctrum. In an carlier chaptcr we briefly considered some 
of the tcchnical innovations which underpinned this develop- 
ment. 9 The use of electromagnetic waves for the purposes of 
communication greatly expanded the capacity to transmit infor- 
mation across large distances in a flexible and cost-efficient way, 
dispensing with the need to lay fixcd cables over land or under sea. 
But the increasing use of electromagnetic waves also created a 
growing necd to regúlate the allocation of spectrum space both 
within and bctween countries. Each country developed its own 
legislative framework for spcctrum allocation and selective licens- 
ing. Initially one of the key concems of the authorities entrusted 
with the task of allocating spectrum space was to set asido a 
segment of the spectrum for military and securitv purposes, 
thereby minimizing interferencc from amateur radio users. But as 
the commercial potential of the new médium bccame increasingly 
clear, political authorities became dircctly involved in the selective 
licensing of broadcasting organizations, which were granted ex- 
clusive rights to broadeast at dcsignated frequencies in particular 
regions. The practices of selective licensing were shaped not only 
by the technical constraints of spectrum scarcity but also by a 
broader set of political considerations conceming the proper 
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nature and role of broadcasting organizations, considerauons 
which varied greatly from one country to another. 

The intemational frameworks for the management of spectrum 
space were less effective. The key organization m this regard was 
the International Telegraph Union, subsequentiy 
into the International Telecommumcations Union (ITU^ Ongi 
nally formed in 1865 under a convention signed by 20 European 
statL, the unión was concemed primanly with the establishment 
of intemational standards and the resolution of; techmcal _prob- 
lems 11 At its 1906 Berlín conference, ít dealt with radio for th 
first time and agreed to allocate certain sections of ,* e 
specific Services, such as the frequencies used by shl P s “ 
Subsequentiy the ITU convened a regular conference - the World 
Administrative Radio Conference or WARC - to address prob 
lems of spectrum allocation and related issues. In the earl y P bi f e 
of these intemational activities, ffequencies were generaUy allo- 
cated on a first come, first served basis. 12 Users simply no n^dthe 
ITU of the frequencies they were usmg or wished to use, and y 
thereby acquired a ‘squatter’s right’. But as demands on the radio 
spectmm increased, the ITU gradually adopted a more active 
stance. Sections of the spectrum were allocated to pamculm sem- 
ices, and the world was divided into three broad regions - Europe 
and Africa, the Americas, and Asia and the South Pacific . ^ í 
could each be planned in more detail. The Systems developed by 
the ITU have none the less come under mcreasing pressure m 
recent years, partly as a result of rising demands by existing user 
and partly due to new demands by countnes hitherto largelv 
excluded from the domain of intemational telecommumcauons, 

6 The development of technologies capable of transmitting mes- 
sages via electromagnetic waves, together with the emergence of 
national and intemational organizations concemed wrththeman- 
asement of spectmm space, marked a decisive advance in the -, 
gfobalization of communication. It was now possible to transmk 
fncreasing quantities of information over large distances in an 
efficient Ld virtually instantaneous way. M ore «v«vthe^^ 
transmitted by electromagnetic waves were potentially accessible 
to anyone who was within range of the signáis and who hadi he 
eauipment to receive them - a fact which was of enormous s.gmfh 
canee for the commercial exploitation of the médium. Howe '; e | 
during the firsthalf of the twentieth century 
bv electromagnetic transmission remained confined to speci 
y enrh as «articular urban areas, nation-state. 
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or the regions between land and ships at sea. It was not until the 
1960s, with the launching of the first successful geo-stationary 
communication satellites, that communication by electromag- 
netic transmission became fully global in scope. I shall retum to 
this development shortly. 


Pattems of Global Communication Today: An OverView 


While the origins of the globalization of communication can be 
traced back to the mid-nineteenth century, this process is prima- 
rily a phenomenon of the twentieth. For it is during the twentieth 
century that the flow of information and communication on a 
global scale has become a regularized and pervasive feature of 
social life. There are, of course, many dimensions to this process; 
the twentieth century has witnessed an unparalleled proliferation 
of the channels of communication and information diffusion. The 
rapid development of Systems of radio and televisión broadcasting 
throughout the world has been an important but by no means the 
only aspect of this process. The globalization of communication 
has also been a structured and uneven process which has ben- 
efited some more than others, and which has drawn some parts of 
the world into networks of global communication more quickly 
than other parts. Since the late 1960s, the characteristics of global 
communication flows have been studied in some detail by re- 
searchers in intemational communication - well befbre the term 
‘globalization’ gained currency in the social Sciences. 13 In this 
section I shall draw on this literature for the purpose of analysing 
some of the main pattems of global communication today. I shall 
not attempt to analyse these pattems in a detailed and compre- 
giensive fashion, but mcrely to identify some of the main dimen- 
ions of globalized communication processes; and I shall be 
concemed above all to highlight their structured and uneven 
haracter. While the range of relevant issues is potentially very 
dde, I shall restrict my attention to four themes: (1) the emer- 
nce of transnational communication conglomerates as key píay- 
^in the global System of communication and information 
sion; (2) the social impact of new technologies, especially 
se associatcd with satcllite communication; (3) the asymmetri- 
ow of information and communication produets within the 


.'"l! 





160 The Globalizaticm of Communication 

global system; and (4) the variations and inequalities in terms of 
access to thc global networks of communication. 

(1) The globalization of communication in the twentieth century 
is a process that has been drivcn primarily by thc activities of 
large-scale communication conglomerates. The origins of these 
conglomerates can be traced back to the transformation of the 
press in the nineteenth century, as we have seen. 14 The change in 
the economic basis of newspapers, precipitated and promoted by 
the introduction of new methods of production, set in motion a 
long-term process of accumulation and concentration in the me- 
dia industries. In the course of the twentieth century, this process 
has increasingly assumed a transnational character. Communica- 
tion conglomerates have expanded their operations in regions 
other than their countries of origin; and some of the large indus- 
trial and financial concems have, as part of explicit policies of 
global expansión and diversification, acquired substantial interests 
in the Information and communication sector. Through mergers, 
acquisitions and other forms of corporatc growth, the large con- 
glomérales have assumed an ever-greater prcsence in thc global 
arena of the information and communication trade. 

The ñames of some of the largest communication conglomer- 
ates are wcll known: Time Warner, formed by the merger of 
Time, Inc., and Warner Communications in 1989 and now 
the largest media enterprise in the world, has subsidiarles in 
Australia, Asia, Europe and Latín America. The German-btsed 
Bcrtelsmann group, with strong interests in publishing, televisión, 
music and high-tcch information Systems, has operations in Eu- 
ropc, the United States and Latín America. Rupert Murdoch's 
News Corporation, which has substantial interests in publishing, 
televisión and film, probably has the most extensivo reach, wit| 
subsidiarles in Europe, the United States, Australia and Asia. 
These and other large communication conglomerates operare 
increasingly in a worldwide market and organizo their activities on 
thc basis of strategies which are effectivcly global in design. Bu:: 
ncarly all of the large conglomerates are based in North America 
Western Europe, Australia or Japan; very few are based in ThirL 
World countries, although the latter provide important markets; 
for their goods and Services.' 5 Henee the development of commu-S 
nication conglomerates has led to thc formation of large conetífj 
trations of economic and symbolic power which are pnva:el| 
controlled and unevenly distributed, and which can deploy m jj 
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sive resources to pursue corporate objectives in a global arena. It 
has also led to the formation of extensive, privately controlled 
networks of communication through which information and sym- 
bolic content can flow. 

The nature and activities of some of the large communication 
conglomerates have been documcnted in the literature and I shall 
not examine thcm further here."’ Therc is a need, however, for 
more up-to-date comparativo research on the activities of these 
conglomerates, on thc ways in which they are adapting to the 
changing economic and political circumstances of the 1990s, and 
on their exploitation of new technological developments. 


(2) The development of new tcchnologies has playcd an im- 
portant role in the globalization of communication in the late 
twentieth century, both in conjunction with the activities of com- 
munication conglomerates and independently of them. Thrce 
interrelatcd developments have been particularly important. One 
is the deployment of more extensive and sophisticated cable Sys- 
tems which provide much greater capacity for thc transmission of 
electronically encoded information. A sccond development is the 
increasing use of satellites for the purposes of long-distance com- 
munication, often in conjunction with land-based cable systems. 
The third development - in many ways thc most fundamental - is 
the increasing use of digital methods of information Processing, 
storage and retricval. The digitalization of information, combined 
with the development of rclated electronic technologics (micro- 
processors, etc.), has greatly increased the capacity to store and 
transmit information and has created the basis for a convergence 
of information and communication tcchnologies, so that informa- 
don can be converted relativcly easily betwecn different commu- 
nication media. 

All three of these technological developments have contributcd 
in fundamental ways to thc globalization of communication. Most 
obviously, thc use of telecommunications satellites, positioned in 
geosynchronous orbits and interlinkcd, has created a system of 
Obal communication which is virtually instantaneous and which 
spenses with thc need for terrestrial relays and transmission 
es. Since their development in thc early 1960s, tclecommuni- 
ióris satellites have been used for a variety of purposes. 17 The 
eds of the military and of large commcrcial organizations have 
JÉiys played an important role, and many multinational corpo- 
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ons make extensive use oí satellite communication. Satellites 
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have also been increasingly integrated tato the norma i 
municatíons networks, carrying a growing P ro P ortlon , of ¿ 
national traffic in telephone, telex, fax, electromc mafi and related 

communication Services. j 

From the outset, telecommunications satellite» were also used 
as relay stations and distribution points for televisión broadcast- 
ing. They formed an integral part of national network s y steI ™ “ 
the US the former USSR and elsewhere, and they were uscd as 
distribution points to supply cable Systems on a nanonaland 
international basis. In rcccnt years, however, the development of 
more sophisticated satellites, capable of transmtttmg stronger 
well-targetcd signáis, has made possible the mtroducnon of dire 
broadcasdng by satellite (or DBS). The first DBS ¡Systems began 
transmitting programmes in the USA in 1975, and the fim Euro- 
pea“ems began operatíng in 1986; by the early 1990», a 
varíen- of DBS Systems were opcraüng or planned in other parts of 
world Part of the significance of DBS is that it creares new 
distribution systems outside of the established terrcstnally bascd 
networks of broadcasting - systems which are oftcn pnvat y 
owned and conurolled and in which the large communication 
conglomérales may have a substantial stake. Moreovcr, diese : ne\ 
distribution systems are inherently transnational since, from a 
technical point of view, diere is no reason why the reception are 
Cor ‘footprinr) of a DBS satellite should correspond even roughly 
to the territorial boundaries of a particular nauon-state. 

In addition to creating new transnaüonal distribution networ s 
the development of DBS and other technologies (including cable 
and video cassette recordcrs) has expanded the global market for 
media producís. The international flow of films, TV ^programm 
and other materials has increased as producers and d “® b "^ 
scek to exploit the lucrative markets crcated by satellite and cab 
channels and by videocassette rentáis and sales, ^xpans'on of 
the global market should be viewed aga.nst the blackcloth 
earlier trends in the international flow of media product . 

(3) A central feature of the globalization of communication is the 
fact that media producís circuíate in an intcrnauonal arena. Ate 
terial produced in one country is distributed not only m * 
domestíc market but also - and increasingly - in a global marke . 
It has long been recognized, however, that the International flov 

of media producís is a structured proccss in which certain orgam 
oí iiicu f which some regions of tn 
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goods. Studies carried out in the early 1 970s by Nordenstreng and 
Varis showed a clear asymmetry in the international flow of televi- 
sión programmes: there was, to a large extern, a one-way traffic in 
news and entertainment programmes from the major exporting 
countries to the rest of the world. 18 The United States was (and 
remains) the leading exporter in televisión programming, selling 
far more material to other countries (especially to Latín America, 
Europe, Cañada, Australia and Japan) than it imports from 
abroad. Some European countries, such as Britain and France, 
were also major exporters (and remam so); but, unlike the United 
States, they also imponed a significant quantity of programming 
from abroad (mainly from the US). Subsequent studies by Varis 
and others have tended to confirm the unevenness of flow, al- 
though they have also produced a more complex picture and have 
highlighted the growing importance of intraregional trade (for 
instance, countries like México and Brazil have emerged as major 
producers and exporters of programming material to other parts 
of Latín America). 19 

The structured character of the international flow of symbolic 
goods is the outeome of various historical and economic factors. 
In the domain of news, the patterns of dependence reflect the 
legacy of the international news agencies established in London, 
París and New York (although the precise significance of West- 
em-based news agencies remains a matter of some dispute 20 ). In 
the sphere of entertainment, the economic power of Hollywood 
continúes to excrt a major influence on the international flow of 
films and TV programmes. Many televisión stations in less devel- 
oped countries do not have the resources to produce extensive 
programming of their own. The import of American seriáis, at 
prices negotiated on a country-by-country basis, is a relatively 
inexpensive (and financially very attractive) way to fill broadcast- 
ing schedules. 

While some of the broad patterns of international flow have 
been documcnted over the years, the research remains fragmen- 
tary. There are many sectors of the information and communica- 
tion industries which have yet to be studied in detail from this 
point of view. And the ways in which existing patterns of interna- 
tional flow will be affccted by new technological devclopments - 
such as those associated with satellite and cable systems, or thosc 
linked more generally to the digitalization of information - is a 
question which demands a good deal more research. Givcn the 
complexity of global networks of transmission and trade and the 
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that our understanding ot pattems oí n , 

be more than pardal. But further research could help shed g 
on some of the more significant trends. 


(4) In addition to analysing tire pattems of intemational « 

essential to consider the pattems of access to and uptake «* 

and social strata of the same country, to gam access to th 

^Quite^art &o^ S titeÍ 1 £®At l ^'^es o^access, globalized sym- 
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SoSte them into Ate routines and prácticos of the* everyday 
lives. These are issues to which we shall retum. 


The Theory of Cultural Imperialism: 


1 ; A Reassessment 


So far I have been concemed to retrace the development of ihj 
of communication and to examine some of th pat 
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tems of global communication in the world today. But what kind 
of theoretical account can be offered which would help to explain 
the structured pattems of global communication and which would 
shed light on their likely consequences? Various theoretical ac- 
counts can be found in the literature on intemational Communica- 
tions. 23 During the last few decades, however, there is one account 
which has occupied a particularly prominent role: this is the view 
that the globalization of communication has been driven by 
the pursuit of the commercial interests of large US-based 
transnational corporations, often acting in collaboration with 
Western (predominantly American) political and military inter- 
ests; and that this process has resulted in a new form of depend- 
ency in which traditional cultures are destroyed through the 
intrusión of Western valúes. This view was articuiated with par- 
ticular acuity by Herbert Schiller in Mass Communications and 
American Empire, first published in 1969, and the argument has 
been updated and extended in various publications since then. 24 
The argument developed by Schiller and others is generally de- 
scribed as the ‘cultural imperialism thesis’. 25 It has been enor- 
mously influential: much of the research in intemational 
Communications in the 1970s and early 1980s (including some of 
the material drawn on in the previous section) was influenced 
directly or indirectly by it. But Schiller’s work has also been 
subjected to a great deal of criticism and there are few scholars 
today who would accept his analysis unreservedly. 2 ” Ncverthcless, 
it is usefül to reconsidcr briefly Schiller’s argument. By identifying 
some of its main strengths and weaknesscs, we can gain a clcarer 
sense of the proccsses which must be taken into account, and the 
pitfalls which must be avoided, by a theory of the globalization of 
mmunication. 

Schiller argües, very broadly, that the period since the Second 
orld War has been characterizcd by the growing dominancc of 
e United States in the intemational arena. 27 As the traditional 
tlonial empires of the ninetcenth century - the British, French, 
utch, Spanish and Portuguese empires deelined in signifi- 
nce, they wcre replaced by a new emergent American empire, 
lis new imperial regime is based on two key factors: economic 
rength, stemming primarily from the activities of US-based 
ansnational corporations; and Communications know-how, 
hich has enabled American business and military organizations 
1 take the leading roles in the developmcnt and control of new 
'Stems of electronically based communication in the modem 
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world. Schiller argües that the American system of broadcasting - 
essentially a commercial system dominated by the large networks 
and firnded primarily by advertising revenue - exemplifies the way 
in which some of the most important communication systems 
have been thofoughly permeated by commercial interests. More- 
over, the American system of broadcasting has served as a modet 
for the development of broadcasting systems elsewhere in the 
world, especially in Third World countries. The dependence on 
American Communications technology and investment, coupled 
with the new demand for TV programmes and the shecr cost of 
domestic production, have created enormous pressures for the 
development of commercial broadcasting systems in many Third 
World countries and for the large-scale importation of foreign - 
mainly American - programmes. The result is an elcctronic inva- 
sión’ which threatens to destroy local traditions and to submerge 
the cultural heritage of less developed countries beneath a flood of 
TV programmes and other media producís emanating from a few 
power centres in the West. These programmes are infused with 
the valúes of consumerism, since they are geared above all to the 
needs of the manufacturéis who sponsor televisión through adver- 
tising. Henee, when developing countries adopt a commercial 
system of broadcasting, they are also, argües Schiller, implicated 
in a process of cultural transformación and dependeney in which 
the valúes of consumerism override traditional motivations 
and altemative pattems of valué formation, and through which 
individuáis are hamessed increasingly to a global system of 
communication and commodity production based largely in the 

US. ■ 

Schiller’s argument, sketched here only briefly, has the consid- 
erable merit of highlighting the global character of electronically 
based communication systems, of emphasizing their structured 
character and of underscoring the fact that communication Sys- 
tems are interwoven in fundamental ways with the exercise of 
economic, military and political power. Moreover, Schiller’s argu- 
ment brings sharply into focus the enormous financial constraints 
faced by Third World countries seeking to develop their own 
communication systems, constraints which make the importation 
of foreign-produced programmes very attractive. However, even íf 
one sympathizes with Schiller’s broad theoretical approach and 
his critical perspective, there are many respeets in which his 
argument is deeply unsatisfactory. I shall not attempt to address 
all of the difficulties here. Rather, I want to focus on three rnain 
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problems, all closely linked to the themes I am pursuing in this 
chapter and elsewhere. 

First, let us consider a littlc further Schillcr’s portraya! of global 
structures of power in the post-Second World War period. 
Schiller’s argument was originally developed at a time when 
American hegemony in the global system seemed - at least to 
some observers - to be self-evident and securc. The United States, 
as the major industrial power and the home of many of the largest 
transnational corporations, appeared to be the military-industrial 
heartland of the postwar global system; the thesis of cultural 
imperialism was effectively an argument about the extensión and 
consolidation at the level of Communications and information of a 
power that was fundamentally economic in character. However, 
this argument provides at best a very partial account of the com- 
plex and shifting relations of economic, political, military and 
symbolic power which charactcrized the immediate postwar 
period. It takes relatively little account, for instancc, of the funda- 
mental political and symbolic conflicts of the Coid War era, and 
of the signlficance of communism and nationalism as mobilizing 
systems of belicf. Moreover, whatever the shortcomings of 
Schiller’s argument with regard to the immediate postwar period, 
it seems very doubtful indeed whether it could be applied with any 
degree of conviction to the changing global context of the late 
twentieth century. In the economic domain alone, the last few 
decades have witnessed a profound proccss of global rcstructuring 
which has eroded the position of the United States as the pre- 
eminent industrial power. The global economy has bccome in- 
creasingly multipolar; Europe (especially Germany), Japan and 
the newly industrializing countries of South-East Asia have 
assumed an increasingly important role. 28 Relations of political, 
coercive and symbolic power have also changed shape in complex 
ways. The collapse of the communist regimes in Eastem Europe 
and the dissolution of the Soviet Union have creatcd an altogether 
new geopolitical situation - not only in Europe but throughout the 
world. Supranational bodies such as the United Nations and 
the European Commission are playing an increasing - although as 
yet relatively limited - role in intemational affairs. New forms of 
symbolic power, in some cases linked to the resurgence of nation- 
alism and fundamentalist religious beliefs, have emerged in differ- 
ent parts of the world. 

This process of global restructuring has also affected the various 
¡¡industries concemed with information and communication. In 
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tcrms of the production of clectronic components (semiconduc- 
tors and microproccssors, etc.), the postwar dominance of thc 
United States has been dramatically eroded as production has 
increasingly shifted to Western Europe, Japan and the Pacific rim. 
The United States has similarly lost its position of dominance in 
the manufacture of elcctronic consumer goods; in televisión 
manufacture, for example, Asia is the leading región in thc world 
today and China is the largest single producer, manufactunng 19 
per cent of total world output in 1987. 29 The global shift in 
economic powcr is also reflected in the growing role of foreign 


capital in the American market. While Hollywood remains an 




important producer of films and televisión entertainment, a grow- 
ing number of Hollywood studios are owned by foreign-based 
corporations. In November 1989, Columbia Pictures and Tristar 
Picturcs weré bought by the Sony Corporation for S3.4 billion - 
higher than any pricc prcviously paid by a Japancse concern for a 
US company. 30 Sony had previously acquired CBS Records, so 
thc purchase of Columbia and Tristar reprcsented a further move 
into the entertainment sector by a company which had cstablished 
a strong base in the manufacture of audio and video hardware. 
Shortly after the Sony takeovcr, another Japanese-bascd multina- 
tional, Matsushita, acquired MCA for $6.9 billion. MCA operates 
Universal Studios and has a range of other interests in entertain- 
ment, retailing, publishing and leisure activities; Matsushita is die 
largest manufacturer of consumer elcctronic goods in Japan and 
one of the largest in the world. Morcover, despite thc continued 
importance of Hollywood, non-North American industries are 


becoming increasingly important as regional producers and ex- 
porters of films and televisión programmes. This ineludes indus- 
tries based in Western Europe and Australia; but it also ineludes 
industries based in other parts of the world, such as México, Brazil 
and India. It would be quite implausible to suggcst that this 
complex and shifting field of global powcr rclations could be 
analysed in terms of the thesis of cultural imperialism. The thesis 
is simply too rigid and one-dimensional to do justice to a global 
situation which is in considerable flux. 

Reflecting on his work 25 years later, Schillcr rccognizes that 
the cultural imperialism thesis can no longer be sustained in its 
original form. 3 ' He acknowledgcs that since the late 1960s global 
relations of power have changed in significant ways, and that as a 
result the thesis would have to be recast today. The global dotr.i- 
nance of American culture and media producís has not appreci- 
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ably deelined - if anything, argües Schiller, it has become more 
pronounced, with the collapse of state-socialist regimes in the 
former Soviet Union and Eastcrn Europe and with thc demisc of 
UNESCO-bascd attempts to crcate a ncw information order. But 
the economic basis of this dominance has changed. Transnational 
corporations have assumed an increasingly important role in the 
global Communications industry, and investment capital has been 
drawn from an increasingly diverse range of sources. So while 
cultural domination remains American in terms of the form and 
content of media produets, the economic basis of thc domination 
has been intcmationalized. American cultural imperialism has 
become, in Schiller’s words, ‘transnational corporatc cultural 
domination’. 32 

While this revisión of the thesis goes some way to addrcss the 
changes that have takcn place in recent decades, it docs not go far 
enough. Schiller still presents too uniform a view of American 
media culture (albeit a culture which is no longer exclusively at 
the disposal of American capital) and of its global dominance. He 
still maintains that American media culture is defined by the 
overriding objcctive of promoting consumerism, and that it is this 
objcctivc which renders it so uscful for the global capitalist systcm. 
But the composition, thc global flow and the uses of media prod- 
uets are far more complex than this characterization would sug- 
gest. Schiller’s revisión of the cultural imperialism thesis is, in 
effect, a way of acknowledging the globalization of economic 
activity while still insisting on the continued dominance of Ameri- 
can media culture. It would be better to accept that, in the sphere 
of information and communication as wcll as in the domain of 
economic activity, the global pattems and relations of powcr 
o not fit neatly into thc ffamcwork of unrivalled American 
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A second problem with Schiller’s argument is that it tends to 
assume that before thc electronic invasión led by the United 
tates most Third World countries had indigenous, authentic 
'aditions and cultural heritages which werc largely untainted by 
alues imposed from outside. What is at stake in thc electronic 
vasion, explains Schiller, ‘is the cultural integrity of weak socie- 
es whose national, regional, local or tribal heritages are begin- 
ng to be menaccd with cxtinction by thc expansión of modem 
ectronic Communications’. 33 But this visión of the cultural integ- 
y of Third World countries is a somcwhat romantic view which, 
many cases, does not stand up to careful scrutiny. 3 ' 1 The tradi- 
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previous culmres were largely untainted by valúes imposed 

0U A*ird problem with Schiller’s argument concems the ways 
whichTmported media products are thought to affect thetr rec 
ents in the Third World and elscwhcrc. Schillcr argües, in es 
that TV programmes which are made for acommercialtdew 
CTstem will unavoidably exprcss consumcnst valúes bo* u 
programmes themsclves and in the adverusmg which consta 
the Financial basis of the system; and that thcsc re P rcse ““ 
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their recipients, in such a way that these recipients become har- 
nessed to a Westem-based system of commodity production and 
exchange. No doubt this rather hasty argument, in its concern to 
highlight the connection between broadcasting media and a capi- 
talist system of commodity production and exchange, has placed 
too much emphasis on the role of consumerist valúes and has 
neglected the enormous diversity of themes, images and represen- 
tations which characterize the output of the media industries. But 
there is another weakness in this argument which is of particular 
relevance to the issues that concern us here: the argument presup- 
poses a much too simplified account of what is involved in the 
reception and appropriation of media products. 37 Like many argu- 
ments influenced by Marxism, Schiller’s argument commits a 
versión of what I have described elsewhere as the ‘fallacy of 
intemalism : 3S Schiller tries to infer, from an analysis of the social 
organization of the media industries, what the consequences of 
media messages are likely to be for the individuáis who receive 
them. But inferences of this kind must be treated with scepticism. 

' Not only are they very speculatíve but, more importantly, they 
disregard the complex, varied and contextually specific ways in 
which messages are interpreted by individuáis and incorporated 
into their day-to-day lives. In short, Schiller’s argument ignores 
the hcrmeneutic process of appropriation which is an essential 
narr 0 f the circulation of symbolic forms (including media 
ucts). 

recent years a number of rcsearchers have shown - through 
ographic studies in contexts that are particularly suitable for 
ing the plausibility of the cultural imperialism thesis - that 
processes of reception, interpretation and appropriation of 
lia messages are much more complicated than Schiller’s argu- 
rt assumes. Thus Liebes and Katz, in a well-known study, 
mined the reception of Dallas among different ethnic groups in 
el, comparing their responses with groups in the United States 
Japan. 39 They show that different groups found different ways 
aking sense of the programme, different ways of ‘negotiating’ 
mbolic content. The process of reception was not a one-way 
■mission of sense but rather a Creative encounter between, on 
>ne hand, a complex and structured symbolic form and, on 
ither, individuáis who belong to particular groups and who 
certain resources and assumptions to bear on the activity of 
retation. So Liebes and Katz found, for instance, that there 
¡systematic differences in the ways that groups recounted the 
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programmes they had seen. The groups of Israeli Arabs and 
Moroccan Jews emphasized kinship relations, interpreting the 
motívatíon of characters primarily in terms of the hierarchical 
order of the family and the continuity of the dynasty, The groups 
of Russian émigrés, by contrast, paid relatively little attention to 
kinship relations and were more inclined to take a critical view, 
seeing the characters as manipulated by the writers and producers 
of the programme. The groups of kibbutz members and of Amen- 
cans were also inclined to take a critical view but they tnterpreted 
the programme in more psychological terms, as an ongoing saga 
of interpersonal relations and intrigue. 

Studies such as this have shown convincingly that the reception 
and appropriation of media producís are complex social processes 
in which individuáis - interacting with others as well as with the 
characters portrayed in the programmes they receive - actively 
make sense of messages, adopt various attitudes towards them 
and use them in differing ways in the course of their day-to-day 
lives. It is simply not possible to infer the varied features of 
reception processes from the characteristics of media messages 
considered by themselves, or from the commercial constraints 
operating on the producers of TV programmes. In this respect, 
Schiller’s argument involves a theoretical and methodologieal 
short-circuit. The electronic invasión of American films and TV 
programmes would serve to extend and consolídate a new imp 
rial regime only if it could be reliably assumed that the recipien 
of these programmes would intemalize the consumerist valúes 
allegedly expressed in them; but it is precisely this assumption th 
must be placed in doubt. 

This line of criticism presses to the heart of the cultural imp 
rialism thesis. It shows that filis thesis is unsatisfactory not o 
because it is outdated and empirically doubtful, but also beca 
it is based on a conception of cultural phenomena which is fun 
mentally flawed. It fails to take account of the fact that 
reception and appropriation of cultural phenomena are fuñí 
mentally hermeneutical processes in which individuáis draw 
the material and symbolic resources available to them, as well 
on the interpretative assistance offered by those with whom 
interact in their day-to-day lives, in order to make sense of 
messages they receive and to find some way of relating to th' 
For the cultural imperialism thesis, the process of reception 
essentially a ‘black box’ into which media producís infused 
consumerist valúes are poured, and from which individuáis 
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ented towards personal consumption supposedly emerge. But this 
clearly will not do. 

While Schiller’s argument is ultimately unsatisfactory, it is 
nevertheless important as an attempt - indeed, probably the only 
systematic and moderately plausible theoretical attempt - to think 
about the globalization of communication and its impact on the 
modem world. But if Schiller’s argument and the cultural imperi- 
alisrn thesis more gcnerally do not provide a satisfactory theoreti- 
cal ffamework, what altematives are there? In the remainder of 
this chapter I shall try to develop an altemative framework which 
takes account both of the structured charactcr of global commu- 
nication and of the contextualized, hermeneutical charactcr of the 
reception process. 
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satisfactory, theoretically informed account of the globalization 
communication and its impact must be based, I shall argüe, on 
sets of considerations. First, we necd to rcconstruct histori- 
the ways in which the process of globalization has taken hold, 
cing this development with regard to each of the four forras of 
•’r and their interrelations. Earlier in this chapter I sketched 
beginnings of such an account, focusing on symbolic power 
the various institutions and technologies which, since 
mid-nineteenth century, have facilitated the process of 
■alization. But we need a much more elabórate account, one 
ch gives more attention to the múltiple, shifting ways in which 
■bolle power overlapped with economic, political and coercive 
er in the process of globalization. In this respect, the short- 
ing of the cultural imperialism thesis is not that it neglects the 
rplay betwecn these various forms of power: the shortcoming 
at it offers an impoverished and ultimately reductionist ac- 
t of this ¡nterplay. Like many arguments influcnccd by Marx- 
the cultural imperialism thesis prioritized economic power 
egarded symbolic power as largely a tool of commercial 
■ests (allied with the interests of political and military elites). 
the interplay between these forms of power was always more 
.plex and conflict-ridden fhan such an account would suggest. 
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The second set of considerations concems the relation between 
structured pattems of global communication, on the one hand, 
and the local conditions under which media products are appro- 
priated, on the other. While communication and information are 
increasingly difíused on a global scale, these symbolic materials 
are always received by individuáis who are situated in specific 
spatial-temporal locales. The appropriation of media products is 
always a localized phenomenon, in the sense that it always in- 
volves specific individuáis who are situated in particular social- 
historical contexts, and who draw on the resources available to 
them in order to make sense of media messages and incorpórate 
them into their lives. And messages are often transformed in the 
process of appropriation as individuáis adapt them to the practical 
contexts of everyday life. The globalization of communication has 
not eliminated the localized character of appropriation but rather 
has created a new kind of symbolic axis in the modem world, what 
I shall describe as the axis of globalized diffusion and localized 
appropriation. As the globalization of communication becomes 
more intensive and extensive, the significance of this axis ul- 
ereases. Its growing importance attests to the dual fact that the 
circulation of information and communication has become in- 
creasingly global while, at the same time, the process of appropria- 
tion remains inherently contextual and hermeneutic. 

We have already shed some light on the global-local axis by 
examining some of the pattems of global diffusion. I now want to 
develop this analysis further by focusing on the process of appro- 
priation and pursuing three interrelated themes. The first theme 
is this: given the hermeneutical character of appropriation, i! 
follows that the significance which media messages have for indi- 
viduáis and the uses to which mediated symbolic materials are put 
by recipients depend crucially on the contexts of reccption and on 
the resources that recipients bring to bear on the reception pro- 
cess. This is wcll illustrated by the Liebes and Katz study of the 
reception of Dallas. It is also vividly demonstrated by the percep- 
tive account by Srebemy-Mohammadi and Mohammadi of 
the role of communication media in the Iranian Revolution.' 
During the 1970s, traditional religious language and imagen- were 
used in Irán as symbolic weapons in the struggle against the Shan, 
who was associatcd with the corrupting importation of Western 
culture. Although Khomeini was in exile, his speeches and scr- 
mons were recorded and smugglcd into Irán on audiocassettes, 
which were easily reproduced and widcly diffused. But with the 
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development of an Islamic regime in the post-revolutionary 
period. Western cultural products began to assume a very differ- 
ent significance for many Iranians. Videos of Western films and 
tapes of Western pop music circulated as part of a popular cultural 
¡¡ünderground, taking on a subversive character; they helped to 
créate an alternative cultural space in which individuáis could take 
¡ some distance from a regime experienced by many as oppressive. 41 
Examples such as these ¡Ilústrate well the contextually bounded 
■ character of the process of appropriation. As symbolic materials 
circuíate on an ever-greater scale, locales become sites where, to 
an ever-increasing extern, globalized media products are received, 
interprcted and incorporated into the daily lives of individuáis. 
Through the localized process of appropriation, media products 
are embedded in sets of practices which shape and alter their 
¡significance. 

Let us now consider a second theme: how should we under- 
¡ stand the social impact of the localized appropriation of globalized 
¡¡ media products? Here I want to emphasize one key feature of this 
process. I want to suggest that the appropriation of globalized 
symbolic materials involves what I shall describe as the accentua- 
t tion of symbolic distancing from the spatial-temporal contexts of 
etieryday life. The appropriation of symbolic materials enables 
¡¡individuáis to take some distance from the conditions of their day- 
•.o-day lives - not literally but symbolically, imaginatively, vicari- 
j ously. Individuáis are able to gain some conception, however 
¡ partial, of ways of life and life conditions which differ significantly 
¡¡¡from their own. They are able to gain some conception of regions 
of the world which are far removed from their own locales. 

The phenomenon of symbolic distancing is brought out well by 
James Lull in his study of the impact of televisión in China. 42 
Televisión became a widespread médium in China only in the 
Course of the 1980s. In the 1960s and I970s relatively few televi- 
sión sets were sold in China; they were very expensive relative to 
normal wages and were generally restricted to the more privileged 
urban elites. In the 1980s, however, domestic televisión produc- 
ían increased dramatically; by 1990 most urban families owned 
át least one TV set, and there was about one set for every eight 
people nationwide. 43 Broadcasting is dominated by the national 
network. Central China Televisión (CCTV), which supplies a 
large proportion of the programming material to the various re- 
gional and local stations operating throughout the country. 

What sense do Chínese viewers make of the programmes they 
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watch? Lull pursues this qucstion through a senes of extended 
interviews with familics in Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou and 
Xian. Among other things, he shows that, while rnany Chínese 
viewers are critical of the programmes available to them, they 
valué televisión for the way that it offers new vistas, new lifestyles 
and new ways of thinking. ‘In our daily lives we )ust go te i work 
and come home, so we want to see something that ís d! “rent 
from our own life. TV gives us a model of the rest of the world : 
this comment by a 58-ycar-old accountant ffom Shanghai cap- 
tures well the effect of symbolic distancing in the age of global 
communication. Chínese viewers are drawn to programmes im- 
poned from Japan, Taiwan, Europe and the United States not 
onlv for their ¡nformation and cntenainment valué, but also bc- 
cause they give a glimpse - albeit a flecting and partial one - of 
what life is like elsewhere. When peoplc watch intemationa! news, 
for instancc, they may pay as much attention to Street scenes, 
housing and clothing as to the commentary which accompames 
the pictures from forcign lands. 

Images of other ways of life constitutc a resource for individuáis 
to think critically about their own Uves and life conditions. Even it 
the Chínese broadeasting system is strictly controllcd by compan- 
son with Western Systems, it nevertheless provides viewers with 
ampie material to engage in symbolic distancing. In so domg, it 
enables viewers to compare their own life condmons with those 
that appcar to prevail elsewhere; it also enables thcm to torm I 
views both of their own life conditions and of those elsewhere 
which may diverge from the official govemmcnt interprétanos | 
that are routinely presented to them. As one Beijing viewer re- 
marked, ‘Before the Cultural Rcvolution the govemment exagger- 
ated the domestic and foreign situations. They said nothmg is 
valuablc outside China. But when we look at the TV programs we 
can sec that the West is not so bad.’ 4,5 Individuáis distance thein| ; 
selves from their own life conditions and, at the same time, the> [ 
gain a critical purchase on official interpretations ot social ar.c I 
political rcality, both in their own country and elsewhere. i 

In emphasizing the phenomenon of symbolic distancing, I do | 
not want to suggcst, of course, that this is the only aspect of the 
process of appropriation which is worthy of considéranos Onth¡ | 
contrary, in the actual circumstances of day-to-day life, itis litó | I 
that the appropriation of globalized media produets will interact i 
with localized practices in complcx ways and may, m some re- I 
snccts, serve to consolídate established relauons of power o| | 
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indeed, to create new forms of dependeney. I shall explore some 
of the more negative aspeets of the appropriation of media prod- 
uets in a later chapter. Herc I wish only to stress that, given the 
contextualized character of appropriation, one cannot determine 
in advance which aspect (or aspeas) will be involved in the 
reception of a particular symbolic form. The relative significance 
of different aspeets can be assessed only by means of carcful, 
ethnographic inquiry. 

This brings us to a third theme that I want briefly to consider: 
the localized appropriation of globalized media produets is also a 
source of tensión and potential conflict. It is a source of tensión 
parcly because media produets can convey images and messages 
which clash with, or do not cntircly support, the valúes associated 
with a traditional way of life. In some contexts this discordance 
may be part of the very appcal of media produets: they help 
individuáis to take a distance, to imagine altemativcs, and thereby 
to qucstion traditional practices. So, for instance, it scems that 
Egyptian soap operas are of interest to young Bcdouin women in 
the Western Desert precisely because they present a set of life- 
styles - such as the possibility of marrying for love and living 
í separately from the extended family - which diverge from the set 
p of options traditionally available to thcm.' 16 

The tensions and conflicts stemming from the localized appro- 
p priation of media produets may also be cxperienced as a form of 
í¡ self-conflict, in so far as the process of self-formation is informed 
f by the symbolic content of media produets. Again, we shall rctum 
|= to this theme later when we consider the ways in which, with the 
development of the media, individuáis gain access to new kinds of 
symbolic materials which can be ¡ncorporated reflexively into the 
project of self-formation. Here it will suffice to highlight the fact 
¡fcthat, as these symbolic materials are drawn from more diverse 
sources, individuáis are more likely to cxperiencc a clash of valúes 
. as a personal conflict - that is, as a conflict between competing 
: demands that are made on them or contrasting goals to which 
, they aspire. Individuáis are constantly involved in trying to recon- 
rile, or simply hold in an uneasy balance, messages which conflict 
i 'fithone another or with the valúes and belicfs embedded in the 
■Boutine practices of their daily lives. 

It would be imprudent to claim that the localized appropriation 
: bf globalized media produets has bcen a major factor in stimulat- 
ing broader forms of social conflict and social change in the 
|||itodem world; most forms of social conflict are extremely com- 
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plex and involve many diverse factors. But it could be plausibly 
argued that the increasingly globalized diffusion of media Prod- 
ucts has played a role in triggering off some of the more dramatic 
conflicts of recent years. Lull contends that the stream of domestic 
and intemational televisión programmes transmitted throughout 
China in the 1980s created a cultural reservoir of altemative 
visions, encouraging people to question traditional valúes and 
official interpretations and helping them to imagine altemative 
ways of living. By itself, this certainly did not bring about the 
audacious demonstration in Tiananmen Square, ñor did it deter- 
mine the course of the subsequent confrontation. But in the 
absence of televisión it seems unlikely that the events of 
Tiananmen Square would have unfolded in the way they did, ñor 
would they have been witnessed by millions of individuáis in 
China and throughout the world. 

In this chapter I have explored some of the contours of the 
globaüzation of communication, a phenomenon that has altered 
the nature of symbolic exchange and transformed in certain re- 
spects the life conditions of individuáis throughout the world. But 
does the increasing availability of globalized media producís de- 
stroy the last residues of tradition? Does the development of the 
media merely seal the coffin of a traditional way of life whose fate 
was already decided by the transformative impact of modemity? 


6 


The Re-mooring of Tradition 


One of the most powerful legacies of classical social thought is the 
idea that, with the development of modem societies, tradition 
gradually declines in significance and eventuaily ceases to play a 
signmcant role in the daily lives of most individuáis. Tradition, it 
is assumed, is a thing of the past (in more ways than one), and 
• modem societies’ are contrasted in a general way with the ‘tradi- 
tional societies’ that preceded them. ‘All that is solid melts into 
mr, Marx famously remarked; and many other thinkers, whether 
they shared Marx’s perspective or not, have generally concurred 
in the view that the development of modem societies is accompa- 
.med by an irreversible decline in the role of tradition. This view 
tormed an integral part of the various modernization theories 
which were developed in the 1950s and 1960s. And it is a view 
which has been revitalized in recent years, albeit in a more quali- 
ned fashion, by theonsts who contend that the development of 
modem societies involvcs a proccss of ‘detraditionalization’. 

E? . Cha F tCr 1 Want t0 gestión the received wisdom that 
tradition is a thing of the past. I want to tiy to show that, if wc pay 

E pióse attention to the transformative impact of the media, we can 
a rather difieren! view of the changing character of tradition 
íts role m social life. Pnor to the development of the media, 
t people s sensc of the past and of the world beyond their 
ediate milieu was shaped primarily by the symbolic content 
rXchanged in face-to-face interaction. For most people. the scnse 
the past, of the world beyond their immediate locales and of 
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socially delimited communities to which they belonged, was con- 
stituted primarily through oral traditions that were produced and 
reproduced in the social contexts of everyday life. With the devel- 
opment of the media, however, individuáis were able to experi- 
ence events, observe others and, in general, leam about worlds - 
both real and imaginary - that extended well beyond the sphere of 
their day-to-day encounters. They were increasingly drawn into 
networks of communication that were not face-to-face in charac- 
ter. Moreover, as individuáis gained access to media products, 
they were able to take some distance ffom the symbolic contení of 
face-to-face interaction and from the forms of authority which j 
prevailed in the locales of everyday life. For the purposes of ! 
forming a sense of self and of the possibilities open to them, | 
individuáis carne to rely less and less on symbolic materials trans- 1 
mitted through face-to-face interaction and localized forms of 
authority. The process of self-formation became more reflexive , 
and open-ended, in the sense that individuáis fell back increas- 
ingly on their own resources and on symbolic materials transmit- 
ted through the media to form coherent identities for themselves. 

But did these developments undermine tradition? Not neces- 
sarily. For orally transmitted traditions continued to play an im- ; 
portant role in the daily lives of many individuáis. Moreover, 
traditions themselves were transformed as the symbolic content of 
tradition was increasingly inscribed in new media of communica- 
tion. The mediazation of tradition endowed it with a new life: 
tradition was increasingly freed ffom the constraints of face-to- | 
face interaction and took on a range of new traits. Tradition was 
deritualized; it lost its moorings in the practical contexts of every- 
day life. But the uprooting of traditions did not starve them of 
sustenance. On the contrary, it prepared the way for them to be , 
extended and renewed by being re-embedded in new contexts and ; 
re-moored to spatial units which exceeded the bounds of foce-to- :;¡ 
face interaction. 

In order to develop this argument, I want to begin by consider- .! 
ing the nature of tradition and, in particular, some of the ways in 
which tradition has been viewed in the literature of social theory. 

I shall then focus more sharply on the rclation between tradition 
and the media: how have traditions been affected by the develop- 
ment of the media? I shall examine a elassie study, conductcd j 
broadly within the framework of modemization theory, which j 
answered this question in a way that was to be deeply influentiai, 
and which set the terms of the debate for many years. I shall then 
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develop an altemative account which emphasizes that tradition 
has not been destroyed by the media but rather transformed or 
‘dislodged’ by them. In the final section I shall try to show how 
this altemative account of the changing character of tradition can 
shed light on some of the more troubling phenomena of our time. 


The Nature of Tradition 


What is tradition? How should we understand its nature and role 
in social life? The notion of tradition has received relatively little 
direct attention in the literature of social theory. 1 No doubt this 
neglect is due, in part, to the assumption by most classical social 
theorists that the development of modem societies would be 
accompanied by the decline in the role of tradition in social life. 
This assumption was based on several overlapping sets of consid- 
erations. One set was primarily intellectual in character. Classical 
social theory was in many ways a product of Enlightenment 
thought; and the Enlightenment was premised on a rejection of 
tradition, which was regarded by many Enlightenment thinkers as 
a sourcc of mystification, an enemy of reason and an obstacle to 
human progress. Another set of considerations was more substan- 
tive in character. Many classical social theorists argued that the 
1 development of modem societies involved a dynamic that was 
inherently destructive of tradition. Not only was tradition the 
enemy of enlightcned thought, a legacy of the past to be criticized 
and dispelled in the ñame of reason, it was also doomed by the 
very dynamic set in motion by the emergence of modem societies. 

The convergence of these two sets of considerations is evident 
in the writings ot Marx. On the one hand, Marx was deeply 
influcnccd by the Enlightenment antipathy towards tradition: for 
í Marx, tradition was primarily a source of mystification, a veil 
uhich shrouded social relations and concealed their true nature. 
f On the other hand - and this was one of the central themes of his 
| work - Marx discemcd in the capitalist mode of production a 
dynamic which would tear up the traditional texture of social life. 
Unlike precapitalist societies, which were basically conservative in 
their mode of production, modem capitalist socicty is constantly 
expanding, changing, transforming itself; the capitalist economy is 
the scene of feverish activity, since it can continué to exist only by 
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conrinuously revolutionizing itself. And with this ceaseless activ- 
ity, the social rclarions and traditions of precapitalist societies are 
disrupted and dissolved. Henee, ‘All that is solid mclts into air, all 
that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with 
sober senses, his real conditions of life, and hís relations with his 
kind.’ 2 The demystification of social relations is thus an inherent 
aspect of the development of capitalism. By swecping away the 
‘train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions’ which 
shrouded social relations in the past, capitalism enables individu- 
áis to see their social relations for what they are - namclv, relations 
of cxploitation - and prepares the way for the kind of enlightencd 
revolutionary transformation envisaged by Marx. 

Somewhat similar arguments can be found in the writings of 
other classical social theorists. While Weber did not share Marx’s 
optimism about the transformation of capitalism, he too thought 
that the development of industrial capitalism would be accom- 
panied by the demise of traditional world-views. Unlike Marx, 
Weber argued that certain changes in religious ideas and prácticos 
were preconditions for the emergcnce of capitalism in the West. 
But once capitalism had established itself as the predominan! 
form of economic activity, it acquired a momentum of its own and 
dispensed with the religious ideas and practices that had been 
necessary for its emergcnce. The development of capitalism, to- 
gether with the associated rise of the burcaucratic State, progres- 
sively rationalizcd action and adapted it to criteria of technical 
efficiency. The purely personal, spontaneous and emotional ele- 
ments of traditional action were squeezcd out by the demands of 
purposive-rational calculation. This ‘disenchantmcnt’ ofthe mód- 
em world was part of the price to be paid for the rationalization of 
the West; Weber regarded it, with some regret, as the ‘fate of 
modern times’. 3 

The views of Marx and Weber, among others, had a formative 
impact on subsequent ways of thinking about the fate of tradition. 
The modemizadon theories of the 1 950s and 1 960s gencraliy took 
for granted a broad opposiüon between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ 
socieües, and generally assumed that given the right conditions 
the passage from the former to the latter would be a one-way 
process of social changc. In more recent years, social theorists 
such as Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens have put forward a 
more qualified view.' 1 They argüe that in the early ph 2 ses oí 
modemization many institutions depended crucially on traditions 
that were characterisric of premodem societies - in the way, for 
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example, that many early modern producdve organizations 
depended on the continuarion of traditional forms of family life. 
But as the process of modemization enters a more advanced phase 
(what Beck calis ‘reflexivo modemization’ and what Giddens calis 
‘late modemity’), pre-existing traditions are incrcasingly under- 
mined: modern societies are ‘detraditionalized’. Traditional prac- 
tices do not altogether disappear from the modern world but their 
status changes in certain ways. They become less taken for 
granted and less secure as they are increasingly exposed to the 
corrosive impact of public scrutiny and debate. As traditions are 
called on to defend themselves, they lose their status as unques- 
tioned truths. But they may survive in various forms - for exam- 
ple, by being transformed into a kind of fundamentalism which 
rejeets the cali for discursive justification and sccks, against a 
background of generalized doubt, to rcassert the inviolable char- 
acter of tradition. 

I shall not examine the views of particular theorists in further 
detail here. I want instead to focus on the general question raised 
by their work: has the development of modem societies been 
accompanied by the decline of the role of tradition in social life? 
While it is common among classical and contemporary social 
theorists to answer this question in the afñrmative, there are, in 
my view, two major problems with this response. The first prob- 
lem is that it makes it difficult to understand why certain tradi- 
tions and traditional belief systems continué to have a significant 
prcsence in the late twentieth century. If traditions were bound to 
be swept aside by the development of modem societies, then why 
do traditions - including religious beliefs and practices - rcmain 
such pervasive features of social life today? For those who adhere 
i to the general thesis of the decline of tradition, it is difficult to 
understand the persistence or resurgence of traditional beliefs and 
(practices in any terms other than those of regression or reaction. 
For the proponents of the general thesis of decline, the persistence 
of tradition can only be understood as a retum to the past, a 
refuge for backward souls, a rcfusal to give up something which is 
ídoomed to disappear. We may wonder, however, whether this 
iperspective is somewhat presumptuous; it can see tradition only as 
%-legacy of the past, a remnant of an earlicr age, thereby prcclud- 
: ing the possibility that, in certain respeets, tradition may be an 
¡integral part of the present. 

The second problem with the general thesis of decline is that, in 
tnost versions of the thesis, little or no attention is given to the role 
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of the media. It is generally assumed that the dynamic character- 
istic of modern societies - whether this is understood as capitalist 
economic activity or, more generally, as the rationalization of 
action - has had a direct and deleterious impact on traditional 
forms of life. But what role do the media play in the transforma- 
tion of traditional life-forms? Can we understand this transforma- 
tion without considering the ways in which the development of the 
media has affected the social organization of everyday life? Thesc 
are questions which are, for the most pan, neglected by the 
proponents of the general thesis of decline. But these questions 
are central and they will provide the starting point for the more 
detailed analyses that follow. 

Befo re embarking on these analyses, I want to examine further 
the notion of tradition. What is tradition? How should we under- 
stand its traits? In its most general sense, ‘tradition’ means a 
traditum ~ that is, anything which is transmitted or handed down 
from the past. 1 Tradition may involve elements of a normative 
kind (for instance, that past practices should serve as a guide to 
futurc action), but this is not necessarily an aspect of all traditions. 
In order to clarify this point, it is helpful to distinguish between 
four different aspeets of tradition. I shall describe these as the 
‘hermeneutic aspect’, the ‘normativo aspect’, the ‘legitimation 
aspect’ and the ‘identity aspect’. In practice these four elements 
often overlap or merge together. But by distinguishing between 
them we can get a clearer sense of what is involved in the existence 
of tradition. 

Consider first the hermeneutic aspect. One way of understand- 
ing tradition is to view it as a set of background assumptions that 
are taken for granted by individuáis in the conduct of their daily 
lives, and transmitted by them from one generation to the next. In 
this rcspect, tradition is not a normative guide for action but 
rather an interpretative schcmc, a framcwork for understanding 
the world. For as hermeneutic philosophers such as Heidegger 
and Gadamer have emphasized, all understanding is based on 
presuppositions, on some set of assumptions which we take for 
granted and which form part of a tradition to which we belong. 6 
No understanding can be entirely presuppositionless. Henee the 
Enlightenment critique of tradition must, in Gadamer’s view, be 
qualified. In juxtaposing the notions of reason, scientific know- 
ledge and emancipation to those of tradition, authority and myth, 
the Enlightenment thinkers were not dispensing with tradition í 
such but rather were articulating a set of assumptions and meth- 
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ods which formed the core of another tradition, that of the 
Enlightenment itsclf. In the hermeneutic sense of tradition, the 
Enlightenment is not the antithesis of tradition but is, on the 
contrary, one tradition (or eluster of traditions) among others - 
that is, a set of taken-for-granted assumptions which provide a 
framework for understanding the world. 

Many traditions also have what we may describe as a normative 
aspect. What I mean by this is that sets of assumptions, forms of 
belief and pattems of action handed down from the past can serve 
as a normative guide for actions and beliefs in the present. We can 
distinguish two ways in which this may occur. On the one hand, 
material handed down from the past can serve as a normative 
guide in the sense that certain practices are routinized - that is, 
they are done as a matter of routine, with relatively little reflection 
on why they are being done in that way. Large parts of most 
£ people’s everyday lives are routinized in this sense. On the other 
hand, material handed down from the past can serve as a norma- 
tive guide in the sense that certain practices can be traditionally 
grounded , that is, grounded or justified by refcrcnce to tradition. 
This is a stronger sense of normativity preciscly because the 
grounds for action are made explicit and raised to the level of self- 
reflective jus tífica tion. The question of grounds can be raised by 
asking why one believes something or behaves in a certain way; 
and these beliefs or practices are traditionally grounded if one 
replics by saying ‘That’s what we’ve always believed’ or ‘That’s 
what we’ve always done’, or some variant thereof. 

The third aspect of tradition is what one could cali the legitima- 
tion aspect. What I mean by this is that tradition can, in certain 
circumstances, serve as a source of support for the cxercise of 
power and authority. This aspect is brought out well by Max 
Weber. 7 According to Webcr, there are three principal ways in 
which the legitimacy of a system of domination can be established. 
Claims to legitimacy can be based on rational grounds, involving 
a belief in the legality of cnacted rules (what Weber calis ‘legal 
authority’); they can be based on charismatic grounds, involving 
devotion to the sanctity or exccptional character of an individual 
•charismatic authority’); or they can be based on traditional 
grounds, involving a belief in the sanctity of immemorial tradi- 
tions (‘traditional authority’). In the case of legal authority, indi- 
viduáis are obedient to an impersonal system of rules. In the case 
~ traditional authority, by contrast, obcdience is owed to the 
:rson who occupies the traditionally sanctioned position of au- 
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thority and whose actions are bound by tradition. Weber’s ac- 
count of traditional authority is helpful because it highiights the 
fact that; in certain contexts, tradition may have an overtiy políti- 
ca 1 character: it may serve not only as a normative guide for action 
but also as a basis for exercising power over others and for secur- 
tng obedience to commands. It is in this respect that traditions 
ma> bccome ideológica!’: that is, they may be used to estabiish or 
sustain relations of power which are structurcd in systematicallv 
asymmetrical ways. 

Finally, Iet us consider the nature of tradition in relation to the 
formation of identity - what I called the identity aspect of tradi- 
tion. Therc are two types of identity formation which are relevant 
here - what we may cali ‘self-identity’ and ‘collective identity’. 
Self-identity refers to the sense of oneself as an individual en- 
dowed with certain characteristics and potentialities, as an indi- 
vidual situated on a certain life trajectory. Collective identity 
refers to the sense of oneself as the member of a social group or 
collectivity; it is a sense of belonging, a sense of being part of a 
social group which has a history of its own and a collective fate. ¡ 
Vi hat is the relevance of tradition to these two types of identity 
formation? As sets of assumptions, beliefs and pattems of behav- 
iour handed down from the past, traditions provide some of the i 
symbolic materials for the formation of identity both at the indi- í 
vidual and at the collective level. The sense of oneself and the 
sense of belonging are both shaped - to varying degrecs depending 
on social context - by the valúes, beliefs and forms of behaviour 
which are transmitted from the past. The process of identity 
formation can never start from scratch; it always builds on a pre- . 
existing set of symbolic materials which form the bedrock of 
identity 1 . But it may well be that, with the development of commu- 
nication media, the nature of this pre-existing set of symbolic 
materials has changed in significan! ways, and this may in tura 
have implications for the process of identity formation. These are 
issues to which we shall retum. 

Having distinguished these various aspeets of tradition, we are 
now in a position to consider the ways in which the role ofi 
tradition has changed with the development of modem societies. 1 
Let me summarize the salient points of the argument I shall í 
develop. 
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traditional authority - that is, in the normative and the legitima- 
tion aspeets of tradition. 

- In other respeets, however, tradition retains its significance in 
the modem world, particularly as a means of making sense of 
the world (the hermeneutic aspect) and as a way of creating a 
sense of belonging (the identity aspect). 

; - While tradition retains its significance, it has been transformed 
m a crucial way: the transmission of the symbolic materials 
which comprise traditions has become increasingly detachcd 
from social interacción in a shared lócale. Traditions do not 
disappear but they lose their moorings in the shared locales of 
day-to-day life. 

- The uprooting of traditions from the shared locales of evcryday 
life does not imply that traditions float freely; on the conrrary, 
traditions will be sustained over time only if they are continu- 
ously re-embedded in ncw contexts and re-moored to ncw 
kinds of territorial unit. The significance of nationalism can be 
partly understood in these terms: nationalism generally involves 
the re-mooring of tradition to the contiguous territory of an 
actual or potential nation-state, a territory that encompasses 
but exceeds the limits of shared locales. 


- With the development Of modem societies, there is a gradual 
decline in the traditional grounding of action and in the role ofi 


I But if tradition remains an important fcature of the modem 
I world, is it plausible to speak of the passing of traditional society 5 
| Is not the broad contras! betwecn ‘traditional’ and ‘modem’ soci- 
eties somewhat misleading in this regard? No doubt it is, and I 
shall be concemed to show that the relation between tradition and 
modemity is more puzzling and paradoxical than a Sharp opposi- 
tion of this kind would suggest. We can understand the paradox of 
ttadmon and modemity by focusing on this consideration: the 
i decline of traditional authority and the traditional grounding of 
action does not spell the demise of tradition but rather signáis a 
shift in its nanire and role, as individuáis come to rely more and 
more on mediated and delocalized traditions as a means of mak- 
|ing sense of the world and of creating a sense of belonging. 

|¡po far 1 have distinguished certain aspeets of tradition and 
outlincd an argument about the changing role of tradition in the 
modem world, but I have not yet considered in detail the relation 
between tradition and the media. This I shall do in the following 
sections. I shall argüe that the transformation of tradition is linked 
p j. fundamental way to the development of communication 
. media, fhe link is twofold: on the onc hand, the development of 


1 


1 88 The Re-mooring of Tradition 

communication media facilitates the decline of traditional author- 
ity and the traditional grounding of action; on the other hand, new 
communication media also provide the means of separating the 
transmission of tradition from the sharing of a common lócale, 
thus creating the conditions for the renewal of tradition on a scale 
that greatly exceeds anything that existed in the past. 


Tradition and the Media (1): Tradition Destroyed? 

In order to explore the impact of the media on the nature and role 
of tradition, I want to begin by re-examining the arguments of a 
elassie work - Daniel Lemer’s The Passing of Traditional Society . 8 
This work is a detailed study of the process of modemization in 
the Middle East. The work is well known in the field of develop- 
ment studies and, in particular, among those who are concemed 
with communication and development; together with the work of 
Wilbur Schramm, 9 it establishcd the main framework within 
which problems of communication and development werc de- 
bated for several decades. Lemer is regarded by many as the 
proponent of a rather old-fashioned and ethnoccntric theory of 
modemization, a theory that was based on Western prototypes 
and was largely endogenous in character. These reservations are 
not without substance; no doubt Lemer’s theory of modemization 
was to some extern a product of its time, and it hardly did justice 
to the complexity and interconnectedness of the modern world. 
Nevertheless, Lemer’s work remains of interest for the light that it 
sheds on the question of the relation bctwccn tradition and the 
media. The Passing of Traditional Society is one of the few studies 
that pursues this question in a detailed, empirically oricnted way; 
and some of Lemer’s analyses are valuable and insightful, despite 
the evident shortcomings of his approach. It is in this spirit that I 
want to re-examine some aspeets of his work. 

Lemer assumcs a broad distinction between traditional socie- 
ties and modem societies, where the latter are modelled on con^ 
temporary Western societies, and he seeks to determine the 
conditions which underlie the transition ffom the former to the 
latter. What are the characteristics of traditional society, in 
Lemer’s view? Traditional societies are fragmented into commu- ; S 
nities which are isolated from one another and in which kinship 
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relations play a predominant role. People’s horizons are limited by 
lócale, and their interactions with others are largely restricted to 
known persons who share their immediate milicu. Evcryday life in 
traditional societies is routinized according to traditional pattems; 
there is no need to defend or justify these traditional pattems 
simply because, for most individuáis, there are no other ways on 
the agenda. The individual in traditional societies is not con- 
cemed with matters that do not bear directly on his or her daily 
life. There is an absence of curiosity and an absence of knowledge 
about events that take place in distant locales. There is relatively 
little self-experimentation, as individuáis carry out their daily lives 
in accordance with routines that are largely unquestioned. The 
self in traditional society is a ‘constrictive self it is rooted in the 
familiar and the routine, and the trajectory of the self is organized 
with mínimum awareness of alternatives to existing practiccs. 

| f By contrast, the individual in modem societies is characterized 
by a degree of flexibility and mobility which is quite alien to the 
cíosed world of the constrictive self. The growth of travel and the 
physical movement of individuáis - including largc-scale migra- 
tion - has ccrtainly increased the flexibility of individuáis and their 
: capacity to imagine themselves in new situabons, conffonted with 
new possibilities. But this opening up of the self has also been 
stimulated by the diñusion of mediated cxpcrience through mass 
I communication. In this respect, the media are a ‘mobility multi- 
plier’: they makc available to individuáis a vast array of experi- 
r enees that otherwisc would have been unavailable to them, and 
they do so while obviating the need for physical travel. Moreover, 
precisely because mediated expericncc is vicarious experience, it 
cultivates the individual’s faculty of imagination. The individual 
; becomes increasingly capable of seeing himself or hcrsclf in the 
place of the other - in a new situation that may be radically 
different from his or her own. The rigidity of traditional ways of 
life begins to break down as individuáis are confronted with alter- 
natives that were previously unimaginable. Social life begins to 
í seem more uncertain as individuáis start to wonder what wiíl 
happen next rather than assuming that the future will resemblc 
the past as it has always done. 

Lerner uses the term ‘empathy’ to describe the capacity 
: stimulated by exposure to the media -- to imagine oncself in the 
i place of the other, and he regards this capacity as a key feature of 
modem social life. Empathy enablcs individuáis to distance them- 
J selves imaginatively from their immediate circumstances and in- 
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clines them to take an interest in mattcrs that do not bear dircctly 
on their day-to-day lives. With the development of cmpathy, the 
self becomes more expansive, desirous, open-ended; rather than 
sceing oncself as located at a fixcd point in an unchanging order 
of things, onc sees onc’s Ufe as a moving point along a trajectcry 
of things imagined. Like the grocer of Balgat, the empathic self 
can imagine a world beyond the immediate lócale, a world of risks 
and opportunities in which a ncw life can be forged through the 
continuous assimilation of actual and vicarious expcrience. 

Exposurc to the media also affeets the ways in which individuáis 
relate to power and authority. This is brought out well by Lemer’s 
account of the impact of communication media in rural Lebanon. 
In the traditional communication nctwork, human sources were 
more important than the media: villagcrs got their news and 
spread it largely through encounters with known others in face-to- 
face interaction. Village chicfs, landed patriarchs, priests and 
eldcrs were the traditional moulders of opinión; so long as the 
village rcmained relatively isolatcd from the outside world, they 
commanded respect. But as isolation gave way to growing trafile 
with towns and cities, the respcct traditionally accorded to village 
elders began to wane. A new group of intermediaries - young men 
who travellcd to the towns and cities and had contact with the 
media - played an increasingly important role in transmitting 
information, shaping opinión and interprcting the news. Lacking 
mobility and literacy, the village elders gradually forfeited influ- 
ence to younger men who were tied into new nctworks of commu- 
nication and capable of relaying news and information to others. 

While Lemer’s study is in many ways very dated now (the 
original research was carricd out in the early 1950s, prior to the 
development of televisión in the Middle East and to the upheavaís 
which have characterized the región in recent decades), neverthe- 
less the study highlights a number of points which rctain their 
significance today. Perhaps most important in this respcct :s 
Lemer’s cmphasis on the fact that the media play a crucial role in 
the cultural transformations associated with the rise of modern 
socicties. It may well be that Lemer interprets this role in a way 
that is too unambiguous, too overdetermined by a theory of 
modemization oriented towards a particular goal (what he calis 
‘the participant society’); but Lemer’s cmphasis on the centrality 
of the media is a salutary antidote to the legacy of classical social 
theory. A second aspect of Lemer’s work which remains of inter- 
est is his charactcrization of the media as a ‘mobility multiplier : 
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the media enable individuáis to experiencc vicariously events 
which take place in distant places, thereby stimulating their capa- 
city to imagine altcmatives to the ways of life characteristic of their 
immediate locales. Again one may not be entirely persuaded by 
Lemer’s interpretation of this phenomenon as a kind of ‘empathy’ 
which enablcs individuáis to take the standpoint of the other, thus 
preparing the psychological ground for the emergence of a partici- 
pant society. But the kcy idea that the media enable individuáis to 
acquire expcrience across space and time, through forms of inter- 
action that are not face-to-face in character, is surcly corred and 
is only accentuated by the advent of televisión. 

A third theme of Lemer’s work which merits further considera- 
ción is his suggestion that, through exposure to the media, the self 
becomes more expansive and open-ended, less constrained by the 
precedcnts of tradition and more open to experimentation, to the 
search for new opportunities and new styles of life. There is, in my 
view, a good deal of substancc to this suggestion - though it may 
be that the point is overstated somcwhat, and that it neglects the 
mobilizing potential of traditions that have been transformed in 
certain respeets. Finally, Lemer calis attention to somc of the 
ways in which, with the development of ncw networks of commu- 
nication, traditional forms of power and authority may be chal- 
lenged, callcd into question or simplv bypasscd, as they were in 
the villages of Lebanon and Anatolia. 

What emerges much less clearly from Lemer’s study is a plau- 
sible answcr to the question of why Islam should remain such a 
potent forcé in the Middle East, despite the modernizing tenden- 
cies which he was so concerned to document. Of course, Lemer 
did not suggest that the transition from a ‘traditional’ to a ‘mód- 
em’ society would be a smooth and unproblematic process; he 
allowed for the possibility that social change could become ‘out of 
phase’, as he put it, creating an unstablc situation that could erupt 
? in violence. But this qualification hardly provides a satisfactory 
. way of accounting for the enduring significance of Islam in the 
: countries of the Middle East (and, indeed, elsewhere in the world 
> today). 

: Why this failure? How can we account for what seems, in 
retrospect, to be a fatal flaw in Lerncr’s analysis? Part of the 
explanation lies, no doubt, in the rather simplistic theory of mod- 
emization cmployed by Lemer, a theory which envisaged mod- 
emization as a largely one-way track from a traditional to a 
modem, ‘participant’ society. Part of the explanation also lies in 
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the fact that this theory of modemization was based on an endo- 
gcnous model of social changc and henee, likc most endogenous 
models, accorded rclatively little significance to the relations be- 
tween States and to the role of military conflict. Yet there can be 
little doubt that in the Middle East military conflict has played an 
enormously ¡mportant role in the second half of the twentieth 
century and has, in some respeets, accentuated the significance of 
Islam as a rallying cry, as a means of unifying and mobilizing 
pcople in pursuit of political and military goals. 

But there is another reason why Lemer failed to anticípate the 
enduring significance of Islam, a reason which is more closely 
linked to our currcnt concerns. In Lemcr’s view, the pcrsistence 
of traditional ways and the adoption of modem lifestyles werc 
mutually exclusive options, and the shift from the former to the 
latter was more or less inevitable: ‘The symbols of race and ritual 
fade into irrelevance when thcy impede living desires for bread 
and enlightenmcnt.’ 10 But it scems clcar that this way of present- 
ing the issucs is unsatisfactory. For many peoplc, the option of 
maintaining traditional ways or adopting modem lifestyles does 
not present itself as an cither/or choice. On the contrary, they are 
ablc to organize their day-to-day lives in such a manner as to 
intégrate elements of tradition with ncw stylcs of living. Tradition 
is not nccessarily abandoned in the quest for ‘bread and cnlight- 
enment’ but is, on the contrary, reshaped, transformed, perhaps 
even strengthened and rcinvigorated through the encounter with 
other ways of lifc. 

The development of Islam in the 1970s and 1980s provides an 
inscructive example of this process. The Iranian Revolution of 
1979 is a particularly vivid testimony to the resurgent power of 
Islam: here the mobilization of traditional religious belicfs, facili- 
tated by the diffusion of audiocassettes and printed materials 
circulating through informal communication networks and out- 
side the sphere of the state-controllcd media, helped to discredit 
the Westem-orientcd policies of the Shah and to undermine the 
monarchical regime. 11 But the dramatic devclopments in Irán, 
culminating in the abdication of the Shah and the cstablishmen; 
of a Shiite Islamic Rcpublic, were somewhat exceptional and were 
not necessarily indicativo of dcvelopmcnts taking place in the 
Sunni countries of the Middle East. In the latter, the conquest of 
State power by revolutionary Islamic movements had been largely 
unsuccessful; there was, however, a gradual process of what Gilíes 
Kepcl calis ‘re-Islamization from below’. 12 The beliefs and prac- 
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: tices of Islam were renewed and deepened within local communi- 
ties and networks, often by means of organizations which also 
provided social Services and forms of support for individuáis and 
families which had yet to see the fruits of economic development. 
For these individuáis. Islam was a way of rebuilding an identity 
and a sense of belonging in a world that had promised much but 
delivered relatively little. By the end of the 1980s, the movements 
of re-Islamization from below had established powerful networks 
which, in some cases, controlled large areas and served as inter- 
mediaries between State authorities and marginalized social 
groups. As their power bases strengthened, those at the head of 
these movements and networks began to intervene more actively 
f in political life. The outeome of this development can be seen not 
only in the Islamic countries of the Middle East, but also in the 
countries of Western Europe, like Britain and Francc, where there 
are significant Muslim populations. 

It is no doubt the case that the resurgencc of Islam in recent 
decades has characteristics that make it unique; there are doctrinal 
aspeets of Islam, together with some of the social and political 
conditions of its resurgencc, which cannot be directly compared 
to dcvelopments clsewherc. It is nevertheless striking that the 
revival of religious beliefs and practices is by no means unique to 
the Islamic world. In Europe and the United States, in the coun- 
tries of the former communist world, in Latin America and else- 
where, religious movements of varying creeds have gained 
strength and begun to assert their power in the political sphere. 
How should we understand this remarkable development, which 
>eems to fly in the face of classical theories of modemization? 
Should this be interpreted mercly as a kind of cultural rctrench- 
ment, a retum to the certainties of scriptural truth as a way of 
coping with the radical indeterminacy of life in the modern age? 

Perhaps. There may be some substance in the view that, in the 
modem age, religión survives as a refuge for individuáis who are 
unable or unwilling to live in a world from which the certainties of 
tradition have been stripped away. But it is difficult to believe that 
there is nothing more to it than that. To view the renewal of 
: religious belief as mcrely a defensive reaction to the process of 
¡ modemization is to fail to see that there are certain aspeets of 
\ tradition which are neither climinatcd ñor made redundant by this 
? process - aspeets which provide a foothold for the continucd 
í cultivation of religious and other forms of belief in the modem 
( world. 
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Contrary to what some commentators may have thought, the 
development of modem societies does not elimínate the need to 
formúlate a set of concepts, valúes and beliefs to make sense of the 
world and one’s place within it. If the development of modem 
societies seemed to destroy this hermeneutic aspect of tradition, it 
was only because the rise of modem societies was accompanied by 
the emergence of a new set of concepts, valúes and beliefs - 
involving a combination of progress, scientific knowledge and 
secular humanism - which appeared to some as self-evident. 1 But 
what seemed self-evident to some was to others nothing more 
than a choice; it was a privileging of certain concepts, valúes and 
beliefs at the expense of others, a privileging which had some 
indisputable gains but also, in the eyes of critics, some Iosses, 
Among the Iosses is what one could describe as a ‘moral déficit 
that is, an iricapacity to deal with certain questions of a fundamen- 
tal kind conceming life and death, right and wrong, etc. This 
moral déficit has helped to keep alive, for many people, a belief m 
the continuing relevance of religious tradition. Religious beliefs 
retain their relevance precisely because, for many people, the 
valúes of secular humanism have proven to be madequate asa 
means of dealing with the basic ethical problems of human life. 
Secular humanism is morally insufficient - or even, in the eyes of 
some, morally bankrupt. _ 

There is another reason why religious beliefs and prácticos 
persist in the modem world. Likc other forms of tradition, reh- 
gious beliefs and practices are oftcn interwoven with the activities 
of everyday life in a way which provides individuáis with a sense oí 
belonging to a community, a sense of identity as an integral part 
of a broader collectivity of individuáis who share similar beliets 
and who have, to some extern, a common history and a collective 
fate. This identity-forming aspect of tradition has not been elimi- 
nated by the development of modem societies; it has, at most, 
been reshaped (in part by the media) and relativized to the grow- 
ing autonomy of the individual as a reflexive agent capable ol 
refashioning his or her self-identity. These are issues to which we 
shall return. Here I wish only to emphasize the endunng sigrufi| 
canee of tradition (including religious tradition) as a means of 
nourishing a sense of identity and providing individuáis with ¡h 
sense of belonging, a sense of being part of a community. t 
I have been concemed to argüe that, if we wish to understanij 
the cultural impact of communication media in the modeng 
world, we should put aside the view that exposure to the ffij¡g 
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will lead invariably to the abandonment of ‘traditional’ ways of life 
and to the adoption of ‘modem’ lifestyles. Exposure to the media 
does not entail, in and by itself, any particular stance vis-á-vis 
tradition. Communication media can be used not only to chal- 
lenge and undermine traditional valúes and beliefs, but also to 
extend and consolídate traditions. It is not difficult to provide 
examples of the way in which media have been used effectively in 
the Service of tradition, from the difíusion of printed bibles and 
prayer books in early modem Europe to the tele-evangelism of 
today. 

But if the development of the media has not led to the demis e 
of tradition, it has nevertheless transformed tradition in certain 
fundamental respeets. With the development of communication 
media, the formation and transmission of tradition have become 
increasingly dependent on forms of communication which are not 
face-to-face in character, and this in tum has several conse- 
quences. Let me emphasize three. 

(1) Since many forms of mediated communication involve some 
degree of fixation of symbolic content in a material substratum, 
they endow this content with a temporal permanencc which is 
generally lacking in the communicative exchanges of face-to-face 
mteraction. In the abscnce of material fixation, the maintenance 
of tradition over time requires the continual re-enaetment of its 
symbolic content in the activitics of day-to-day life. Practical 
repetition is the only way of securing temporal continuity. But 
with the fixation of symbolic content in a material substratum of 
some kind, the maintenance of tradition over time can be sepa- 
rated to some extent from the need for practical and continual re- 
enaetment. The cultivation of traditional valúes and beliefs 
tecomes increasingly dependent on forms of intcraction which 
nvolve media produets; the fixing of symbolic content in media 
iroducts (books, films, etc.) provides a form of temporal con- 
nuity which diminishes the need for re-enaetment. Henee the 
ecline of some of the ritualized aspeets of tradition (church 
ttendance, etc.) should not neccssarily be interpreted as the 
ecline of tradition as such; it may simply express the fact that 
te maintenance of tradition over time has become lcss dependent 
n rimalized re-enaetment. Tradition has, in effect, become in- 
Igsingly deritualized. 

>The deritualization of tradition does not imply that all elements 
fntual will be eliminated from tradition, ñor does it imply that 
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tradition will become entirely divorced from the face-to-face inter- 
action which takes place in shared locales. While the symbolic 
content of tradition may bccomc incrcasingly fixed in media prod- 
ucts, many traditions remain closely tied to the practical encoun- 
ters of daily life within the family, the school and other 
institutional settings. Moreover, media produets are commonly 
appropriated within contexts of face-to-facc interaction, and 
henee the rencwal of tradition may involve a constantly changing 
mixture of face-to-facc and mediated quasi-intcraction. This is 
evident to parents and teachers who come to rely more and more 
on books, films and televisión programmes to convoy to children 
the main themes of a religious or other tradition, and who see their 
own role more in terms of elaboration and explication than in 
terms of the cultivation of tradition from scratch. 

(2) To the extern that the transmission of tradition becomes 
dependent on mediated forms of communication, it also becomes 
detached from the individuáis with whom one interaets in day-to- 
day life - that is, it becomes depersonalized. Once again, this 
proccss of depersonalization is never total, since the transmission 
of tradition remains interwovcn with face-to-face interaction. But 
as mediated forms of communication acquire an increasing role, 
so the authority of tradition is gradually detached from the indi- 
viduáis with whom one interaets in the practical contexts of daily 
life. Tradition acquires a certain autonomy and an authority of its 
own, as a set of valúes, beliefs and assumptions which exist and 
persist independently of the individuáis who may be involved in 
transmitting them from one gencration to the next. 

The depersonalization of tradition is not, however, a uniform 
and unambiguous process, and we can see that, with the develop- 
ment of elcctronic media and especially televisión, the conditior.s 
are created for a renewal of the link betwcen the authority of 
tradition and the individuáis who transmit it. But the nature of 
this link is new and unprecedented: it is a link which is established 
and sustained largely within the framework of mediated quasi- 
intcraction. For most people, evangelists such as Billy Graham 
and Jerry Falwell are known only as TV personalities. They are 
individuáis one can wimess and observe, watch and listen to 
(credulously or not, as the case may be), but they are not individu- 
áis with whom one is ever likely to interact in day-to-day life. 
Henee, while such individuáis may succecd in ‘repersonalizing’ 
tradition, it is a quite distinctivc kind of personalization: for most 


The Re-mooring of Tradition 197 

dissociatcd from the individuáis encountered in the shared locales 
of cveryday life. It is a form of what I shall describe in the 
following chapter as ‘non-reciprocal ¡ntimacy at a distance’. 


(3) As the transmission of tradition becomes increasingly linked 
to communication media, traditions are also incrcasingly de- 
tached from their moorings in particular locales. Prior to the 
development of the media, traditions had a certain rootedness: 
that is, they were rooted in the spatial locales within which indi- 
viduáis lived out their daily Iives. Traditions were integral parts of 
communitics of individuáis who interacted - actually or poten- 
tially - with one another. But with the development of the media, 
traditions were gradually uprooted; the bond that tied traditions 
to specific locales of face-to-face interaction was gradually weak- 
ened. In other words, traditions were gradually and partially 
delocalized as they became incrcasingly dependent on mediated 
forms of communication for their maintenance and transmission 
from one generation to the next. 

The uprooting or ‘delocalization’ of tradition had far-reaching 
consequences that I want to pursue in the remaining sections of 
this chapter. It enablcd traditions to be detached from particular 
locales and frecd from the constraints ¡mposed by oral transmis- 
sion in circumstances of face-to-face interaction. The reach of 
tradition - both in space and in time - was no longer restricted by 
the conditions of localized transmission. But the uprooting of 
traditions from particular locales did not lead them to wither 
away, ñor did it destroy altogether the connection between tradi- 
tions and spatial units. On the contrary, the uprooting of tradi- 
tions was the condition for the re-embedding of traditions in new 
contexts and for the re-mooring of traditions to new kinds of 
territorial unit that exceedcd the limits of shared locales. Tradi- 
tions were delocalized but they were not deterritorializcd: they 
were refashioned in ways that enabled them to be rc-embedded in 
a multiplicity of locales and reconnected to territorial units that 
exceed the limits of face-to-face interaction. 


Tradition and the Media (2): Tradition Dislodged 


I have argued that, as traditions become increasingly interwoven 
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particular locales and rendered increasingly dependent on a form 
of interaction which is not face-to-face in character. Traditions 
that are uprooted in this way are more readily adapted, trans- 
formed or codified by individuáis who have access to the means of 
production and distribution of mediated symbolic forms. But 
traditions that have become mediated to some extern are not, for 
all that, ffee-floating. If these traditions are to be sustained over 
time, they have to be re-embeddcd in the practical contexts of 
everyday life. Traditions that are not re-embeddcd in this fashion 
will gradually decline in significance. 

What is involved in the uprooting and re-mooring of tradition? 
How should we analyse the process by which traditions are dis- 
lodged (rom particular locales and re-embedded in the practical 
contexts of daily life, though now in ways that reconnect traditions 
to new kinds of spatial unit? 

We can gain some insight into this process by considering what 
is sometimos referred to as ‘the invention of tradition’. As Eric 
Hobsbawm and others have shown, 14 some of the traditions that 
are commonly regardcd today as stretching back for centuries are, 
in fact, relativcly recent inventions, often dating from the late 
eighteenth century. So, for example, the Highland tradition of 
Scotland, expressed by the bagpipe and the tartan kilt woven in 
colours and pattems which signify different clans, is often pre- 
sentcd as having existed from time immemorial; but it seems that 
it was largely an invention of the late eighteenth and carly nine- 
tcenth centuries. 15 The kilt, far from being a traditional Highland 
costume, was invented by an English Quaker from Lancashire, 
who designed it for use in a smelting factory that he had estab- 
lished near Invemess in 1727. Following the great rebellion of 
1745, the Highlanders were disarmed by the British govemment 
and the kilt, among other things, was outlawed. By 1780 it had 
largely disappeared. The renewal of the kilt, and the establishment 
of the connection betwecn pattems and clans, were largely the 
work of a few zealous individuáis. Societies were established 
London and Edinburgh dedicated to the preservation and cultiv 
tion of Highland traditions. Books were published - including 
Vestiarium Scoticum and The Cusióme of the Clans by the broth 
Alien - which claimcd to establish a connection, stretching ba 
to the Middle Ages, between tartan pattems and Highland clan 
Gradually a tradition was fashioned in which the tartan kilt - it 
differentiated colours and pattems allegcdly referring to ancien 
clans - became a Symbol of the national integrity of Scotland, 
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be paraded on those occasions when Scots gather together to 
celébrate their national identity. 

Much of the literature on the invention of tradition has been 
concemcd to emphasize the degree of fabrication involved in the 
retrospective cultivation of traditional practices and beliefs. Not 
only are many traditions less ancicnt than they sccm, but they are 
also replete with myths and half-truths whose origins are so ob- 
scure that they are no longcr recognized as such. But this litera- 
ture also highlights another theme which is of particular interest to 
the issues we are considering here: it attests to the role played by 
the media in the reinvention of tradition and in the re-mooring of 
tradition to territorial units of various kinds. The books of the 
brothers Alien, which forged the links (almost certainly spurious) 
between tartan pattems and Highland clans and which helped to 
establish the kilt as a national Symbol of Scotland, exemplify the 
capacity of media producís to take up the symbolic content of 
traditions and adapt it in various ways, enabling it to be re-moored 
in particular regions and locales. Let us consider another example 
which effectively illustrates this point. 

Many of the traditions associated with the British monarchy ara 
a good deal less ancient than they seem. Of course, royal rituals 
were a common feature of Tudor and Stuart courts, as they were 
of courtly life in other parts of Europc. But, as David Cannadine 
¡j has shown, many of the ceremonial practices associated with the 
British monarchy today are in fact a creation of the late nineteenth 
and early twenticth centuries. 16 Prior to the late nineteenth cen- 
tury, royal ceremonies were performed largely for the benefit of 
other members of the court and aristocracy; they were, by and 
large, group rites in which London-bascd élites reafñrmed their 
corporate solidarity. During the first three-quarters of the nine- 
teenth century, the major ceremonies of the British monarchy 
were extensively reported in the metropolitan and the provincial 
press. But the attitude of the press was largely hostile, and the 
monarchy was a popular object of criticism and caricature. 
The ceremonies themselves were generally conductcd in a dread- 
fully incompetent fashion. ‘In 1817, at the funeral of Princess 
Charlotte, the daughtcr of the Prince Regent, the undertakers 
were drunk. When the duke of York died, ten years later, the 
Chapel at Windsor was so damp that most of the moumers 
caught coid, Canning contracted rheumatic fever and the bishop 
of London died.’ 17 The coronations of George IV, William FV and 
Victoria were poorly managed and unrehearsed, and were sub- 
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jectcd to scathing criticisms by royal commentators at the time. 

From the late 1870s on, however, the royal rituals and public 
image of the Brltish monarchy began to chango. A great deal more 
effort was invested in the planning and organization of the major 
occasions of State, beginnlng with Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubi- 
leo in 1887. Ccremonies that had previously been rather ungainly 
affairs were gradually transformed into pageants of unprecedented 
splendour, meticulously planncd and carcfully rehearsed. More- 
over, with the emergence in the late nineteenth ccntury of the 
mass-circulation popular press, there was a significant shift in the 
public portrayal of the monarchy. The mocking caricatures and 
critical editorials of earlier decades were replaced by an increas- 
ingly respectful representation of the monarchy in the popular 
press, and the great royal ceremonics were described in a senti- 
mental and reverential way. At a time when the real political 
powcr of the monarchy was deelining significantly, the position of 
the monarch as head of State and Symbol of national unity was 
enhanced through the rcnewal and claboration of royal rituals and 
their celcbration in the popular press. Traditions that previously 
had been restrictcd primarily to London-based elites were now 
reshaped and made available, via the printed media, to a much 
larger constitucncy. These traditions were not only transformed, 
indeed invented, in certain fundamental respeets: they were also 
disconnectcd from their historical cmbeddedncss in courtly life 
and incrcasingly made available to the population as a whole. The 
traditions of royal ritual were rc-embedded in the daily Uves of 
ordinary individuáis through the appropriation of media producís; 
and they were reconnected to the territorial boundaries of the 
nation-state, the unity and integrity of which these rituals were 
dcsigned incrcasingly to represent. 

In the period after the First World War, the role of the monar- 
chy as the politically impartial embodiment of national unity was 
extended fiirther by the advent of broadeasting. John Reith, the 
first Director General of the BBC, was a devotee of the monarchy 
and quickly recognized the potential of radio as a means of con- 
veying a sense of participation in the great ceremonial occasions of 
State. 18 The major royal ceremonies were broadeast live on radio, 
beginning with the Duke of York’s wedding in 1923. Great care 
was taken to position microphones in a way which would enable 
listeners to hear the sounds of bells, horses, carriages and checring 
crowds. In an age of rapid social change, the anachronism of the 
ceremonies mcrcly enhanced their grandeur. They took on a 
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the anachronistic grandeur of royal ceremonies was made avail- 
able in all its splendour. Now it was possible for a substantial 
proportton of the population not only to hear but also to see the 
ceremonies as they occurred. The coronation of Queen Elizabeth 
in 1953 was the first occasion on which the crowning of a British 
sovereign could be seen by the public at large. 1 ’ 

By considering the ways in which royal ceremonies have 
changed over time, we can get a sense not only of the invented 
character of many traditions but also of the extern to which their 
significance and scope have changed. Whilc royal rituals were 
once performed largely for the benefit of members of the élite who 
were physically present on the occasions of their performance, 
tncreasingly they have been detachcd from the face-to-face con- 
texts of courtly life and made available, via the media, to an 
extended range of recipients. And in so doing, the meaning and 
purpose of these rituals have changed. Today they are no longer 
concemed with the reaffirmation of the corporate solidarity of 
metropolitan elites; rather, the great ceremonial occasions of the 
monarchy have become mediated celebrations of national identity 
which all citizens, wherever they may be, are ablc to vvitness and 
m which they are invited vicariously to take part. 

It is not surprising that traditions which have become so de- 
penden! on the media should also be vulnerable to them. In an age 
of mediated visibility, the monarchy is in a precarious position. 
On the one hand, the appeal of the monarchy, and of the royal 
rituals associated with it, stems from its capacity to stand above 
the mundanc world of party politics and to present itsclf as a body 
whose integrity and probity is beyond reproach, a body clothed in 
ancient costumes and govemed by time-honoured customs 
which, when re-enacted before us all in the carefully managed 
ceremonies appearing on our televisión screcns, endow the mon- 
archy and its temporal representatives with an othcr-worldly glow. 
On the other hand, in an increasingly mediated world, it is diflfi- 
cult for the temporal representatives of the monarchy to avoid 
appeanng as ordinary individuáis, as men and women who are 
little different from other individuáis apart from the accident of 
their birth, and who are prone to the same temptations, driven by 
the same desires and subject to the same weaknesscs as ordinary 
mortals. It is this tensión bctween the other-worldly and the 
mundanc,. between the aloofness of the monarchy and the all-too- 
ordinary Uves of its representatives, which lies at the heart of the 
scandals that have shaken the monarchy in recent ycars and 
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In this section I have explored some of the ways in which 
traditions have been taken up, reshaped and, to some extent, 
reinvented in the course of their enactment and elaboration over j 
time. Now it might be argued that the examples we have consid- 
ered, precisely because of their ‘invented’ character, are instances ; 
of ‘artificial traditions 5 that are imposed on people from above, in 
contrast to the ‘authentic traditions 5 of the past which, it might be 
claimed, aróse spontaneously from below. Unlike the latter, if 
might be argued, these ‘pseudo-traditions 5 are not rooted in ths 
day-to-day lives of individuáis; they are not created and sustained 
by them through their practical activities but, instead, are imposed 
on them by political elites, entrepreneurs, promoters of the tourist 
industry and an odd assortment of self-proclaimed guardians of í 
the past. 20 

While this line of argument is not without interest, it does not, 
in my view, press to the heart of the matter. By insisting on the 
distinction bctwcen authentic and artificial traditions (and rel- 
egating the former largely to the past), this line of argument fails 
to grasp the significance of the fact that traditions have become 
increasingly interwoven with mediated symbolic forms. When the 
symbolic content of tradition is articulated in media produets, it is 
neccssarily and to some extent distanced from the practical con- 
texts of daily life; the cstablishment and maintcnance of traditions 
over time become increasingly dependent on forms of interaction 
which are not face-to-face in character. But traditions which 
rely heavily on mediated symbolic forms are not ipso Jacto lessj 
authentic than those which are transmitted exclusively through 1 
face-to-face interaction. In a vvorld increasingly permeated by ; 
communication media, traditions have become increasingly ; 
dependent on mediated symbolic forms; they have become dis- 
lodged from particular locales and re-embedded in social life in 
new ways. But the uprooting and re-mooring of traditions does 
not necessarily render them inauthentic, ñor does it neccssarilfl 
spell their demise. j 


Migrant Populations , Nomadic Traditions: Some Sources 
of Cultural Conflict 


We have considered some of the ways in which traditions have 
been uprooted, reworked and re-moored to new kinds of territo- 
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nal unit. But the uprooting and re-mooring of traditions are also 
interwoven in complex ways with other trends and developmental 
characteristics of modem societies. One characteristic which is 
particularly important in this regard is the migration, dislocation 
and resettíing of populations. As people move (or are forcibly 
moved) from one región or part of the world to another, they often 
carry with them the sets of valúes and beliefs that form part of 
traditions. These mobile, nomadic traditions may be sustained 
partly through ritualized re-enaetment and the retelling of stories 
in contexts of face-to-face interaction. With the passage of time, 
homadic traditions may gradually alter in character, as they 
become increasingly remóte from their contexts of origin and 
increasingly interwoven with symbolic contents derived from the 
n¥w circumstances in which they are re-enacted. 

While nomadic traditions may be sustained partly through ritu- 
íílizéd re-enaetment, they may also become closely interwoven 
with mediated symbolic materials, precisely because communica- 
tion media tend to uproot traditions from particular locales and 
|ndów their symbolic content with some degree of temporal per- 
anence and spatial mobility. Communication media provide a 
Jpy of sustaining cultural continuity despite spatial dislocation, a 
way of renewing tradition in new and diverse contexts through the 
appropriation of mediated symbolic forms. Henee communica- 
tion media can play an important role in the maintenance and 
rcriewal of tradition among migrant or dislocated groups. This 
role is likely to be particularly significant when the groups are 
settled in countries where different languages are spoken, and 
where traditions and customs diverge from their own. This is well 
illustrated, for example, by the popularity of Hindi films among 
families of South Asian origin who are settled in Britain and other 
Irfs of the world. 21 

The dispersión of traditions through the media and through the 
ovements of migrant populations has created a cultural land- 
scape in the modem world of enormous complexity and diversity. 
It has also given rise to forms of tensión and conflict which are, in 
Orne respeets, new. We can discem these tensions in different 
ritexts and at different levels . Within the context of the family, 
r instance, parents and children of migrant populations may 
ive divergent views of the merits of traditions which are linked to 
distant place of origin. Parents may place greater valué on these 
•aditions and on the maintenance of some degree of cultural 
ontinuity with a distant past; children, who may be more assimi- 


204 The Re-mooring of Tradition 

lated to the communities in which they havc settled, may be more 
likely to view these traditions with sccpticism or even contempt. 
Henee the appropriation of media produets - such as the famiK 
viewing of a film on video - may be a somewhat discordant 
occasion, as parents may see the activity of appropriation as a 
valuable opportunity to renew traditional fies while children may 
regard it as littlc more than a disagreeable obligation. 

This kind of intergenerational tensión and conflict can also be 
experienced subjcctively, by a particular individual, as sets of 
valúes and bcliefs which pulí in different directions. A person may 
feel some attraction to and some sympathy with the traditions 
linked to a distant place of origin, and yet may also feel that these 
traditions have little bearing on the actual circumstances of his or 
her life. Despite the ritualized re-enaetment of traditions and the 
continual appropriation of media produets, it may be difficult to 
re-embed these traditions in the practical contexts of dailv life. 
The individual may feel tom between a set of valúes and belic.s 
which provides a link to a past which is distant both in space and 
in time, on the one hand, and a cluster of valúes and bcliefs which 
seem to point towards the future, on the other. 

From this point of view, we can gain some appreciation ot 
the complexity and ambiguity of what might be describcd as 
‘the quest for roots’. As a kind of cultural project that may be 
expressed in particular media produets and linked to their apprc- 
priation, the quest for roots bears a strong but ambivalent relaticn 
to migrant populations. The appeal of the quest is that it offers a 
way of recovering and, indecd, inventing traditions which recon- 
nect individuáis to (real or imaginary) places of origin. The greater 
the distance of these origins in time and space, the more appealir.g 
the quest for roots may be, for it may help one to refashion a| 
aspect of self which has bcen suppressed, ignored or stigmarized 
in some way. And yet individuáis may also feel deep ambivalente 
towards the project of recovering the traditions associated with an; 
alleged place of origin. For they may feel that, whatever the faets 
of migration and dislocation may be, these traditions have little :o 
do with the kind of life they want to build for themselves. ‘Parents 
use . . . films to represent their culture to their children, remar.-.ec 
one young Londoner of South Asian descent, ‘but that will n 
work because those are not my roots, that place [India] h 
nothing to do with me anymore .’ 22 

There are other ways in which the maintenance and reneva. 
tradition among migrant or dislocated groups may be a source 
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tensión and conflict. The traditions of different groups are in- 
creasingly brought into contact with one another, partly as a result 
of cultural migrations and partly due to the globalization of media 
produets. But the increasing contact between traditions is not 
necessarily accompanied by an increase of mutual comprehension 
on the pan of the individuáis who belong to different groups. On 
the contrary, the encountcr of traditions may give rise to intense 
forms of conflict which are based on varying degrees of 
incomprchension and intolerance - conflicts which are all the 
more intense when they are linked to broader relations of power 
and inequality. The Salman Rushdie affair is a particularly vivid 
example of this kind of cultural conflict. As a media product 
circula ting in a global domain, The Satanic Verses precipitatcd a 
violent clash of valúes that are rooted in different traditions; and 
uhile the spatial barriers between these traditions have becn 
eroded by cultural migrations and communication flows, the gulf 
of understanding remains. 

Contact between traditions can also give rise to intcnsified 
forms of boundary-defining activity. Attempts may be made to 
protect the intepity of traditions, and to reassert forms of collec- 
: tive identity which are linked to traditions, by excluding others in 
one’s midst. These boundary-defining activities can be both sym- 
bohc and territorial - symbolic in the sense that the primad- 
concern may be to protect traditions ffom the incursión of extra- 
r.eous symbolic content, territorial in the sense that the protection 
of traditions may be combined with the attempt to re-moor these 
traditions to particular regions or locales in a way that forcibly 
exeludes others. A región becomes a ‘homeland’ which is secn 
by some as bearing a privileged relation to a group of people 
"h°se collective identity is shaped in part by an enduring set of 
traditions. And we know oniy too well how this kind of botmdary- 
i defining activity - especially when combined with the accumú- 
lated means of political and coercive power - can manifest itself in 
i the most brutal forms of violence. 

I have dwelt on some of the ways in which the intermingling of 
¡gppulations and traditions can be a source of tensión and conflict 
' Bu: 11 should be stressed that this process of intermingling is also 
a so urce of enormous cultural creativity and dynamism. In the 
PJlere of Iiterature or popular music, of art or cinema, the weav- 
¡§g together of themes drawn from different traditions - this 
|¡jl‘ HOUS hybridization of culture - is the basis of some of the 
illliprigmal and exciting work. It creates a kind of cultural 
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restlessness which is constantly shifting directíons, assuming new 
forms and departing ffom established conventions in unexpected 
ways. 23 And it attests to the fact that, in a World increasingly 
traversed by cultural migrations and communication flows, tradi- 
tions are less sheltered than ever before. from the potentially 
invigorating consequences of encounters with the other. 


II 


7 


Self and Experience in a Mediated 
World 


hthis chapter I want to focus on the nature of the self, experience 
P everyday life in a mediated world. My starting point is the 
ievv that, with the development of modem societies, the process 
f self-formation becomes more reflexive and open-ended, in the 
lüsethat individuáis fall back increasingly on their own resources 
to construct a coherent identity for themselves. At the same time, 
the process of self-formation is increasingly nourished by medi- 
ated symbolic matcrials, greatly expanding the range of options 
available to individuáis and loosening - without destroying - the 
■connection bctween self-formation and shared lócale. This con- 
nection is looscned in so far as individuáis increasingly have access 
ito forms of information and communication which stem from 
pistant sources and which are made available to individuáis via the 
'expanding networks of mediated communication; in other words, 
¡individuáis increasingly have access to what we may describe in a 
Rtral way as ‘non-local knowledgc’. But the connection be- 
||» n self-formation and shared lócale is not dcstroyed, since 
Son-local knowledge is always appropriatcd by individuáis in spc- 
Bfelocales and the practical significance of this knowledge - what 
||Mneans to individuáis and how it is used by them - is always 
jjíiendent on the interests of recipients and on the resources they 
Bfeb hear on the process of appropriation. 

development of the media not only enriches and trans- 
process of self-formation, it also produces a new kind of 
[jgniacy which did not exist before and which differs in certain 
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fundamental rcspects ffom the forms of intimacy characteristic of 
face-to-facc interaction. In contcxts of face-to-face tnteracnon, 
individuáis are able to achievc forms of intimacy whtch are essen- 
tiallv reciproca! in charactcr; that is, their intímate relanons with 
others involve a two-way flow of actions and utterances, of garns 
and losses, of nghts and obligattons. Of course, reciproctty is not 
the same as equality. Intimatc rclations may be rectprocal and yet 
mav be - and often are - structured in asymmetrtcal ways. W tJt 
the dcvelopmcnt of mediated forms of communication, however, 
new kinds of intímate relationship becomc posstble. In the case o 
mediated interaction, such as that sustained through the exchange 
of letters or through telephone convcrsation, individuáis can es- 
tablish a form of intimacy which is rcciprocal in character but 
which lacks some of the features typically associated with the 
sharing of a common lócale. By contrast, in the case of med.ated 
quasi-interaction, individuáis can create and estabhsh a form ot 
intimacy which is essentially non-reciprocal. It is this new form ot 
mediated, non-reciprocal intimacy, strctched across time and 
space, which underlics, for examplc, the relationship bctween fan 
and star. It can be exhilarating, precisely because it is freed from 
the reciprocal obligations characteristic of face-to-face mteracnon. 
But it can also bccomc a form of dependence in which individuáis 
come to rely on others whose very absencc and macccssibilm tim 
them into an object of veneration. . 

Tust as the devclopment of the media produces a new torm ot 
non-reciprocal intimacy, so too it creares a new and distinctive 
imer min g l ing of experience which runs counter to other trends 
characteristic of modem societíes. In the spatial-tempora co a 
texts of day-to-day Ufe, modem societíes involve a relatively higfi 
degree of institutional and experiential scgregation: certain sov.ai 
phenomena (illness, madness, death, etc.) are separated off foro 
cveryday social contexts and handlcd by spcciahzed msutut .. 
and professional pcrsonnel. For many individuáis today, the expe- 
rience of someonc dying, or suffering from ehrome phys.cai 0 . 
mental illness, is a rarc occurrcnce rather than an ordinan , rou 
tiñe feature of day-to-day life. But alongside this segregador. ci 
‘sequestration’ of experience, a parallel developtnent has og 
curred: the development of the media has increased the capaos 
of individuáis to experience, through mediated quasi-interact.on, 
phenomena which they are unlikely ever to encounter injg 
locales of their daily Uves. Few people in the West today are hkffl 
to encounter someone suffering from extreme dehydrationg 
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starvation, someone shot by sniper fire or maimed by mortar 
shclls; but most will have witnessed suffering of this kind on their 
televisión screens. Today we Uve in a world in which the capacity 
to experience is disconnected from the activity of encountering. 
The sequestration of experience in the spatial-temporal locales of 
°ur daily lives goes hand-in-hand with the profusión of mediated 
experience and with the routine intermingling of experiences 
which most individuáis would rarely encounter face-to-face. 

How do individuáis cope with the influx of mediated experience 

in their day-to-day lives? I hey deal with it selcctively, of course, 
focusing on those aspeets which are of particular interest to them 
and ignoring or filtering out others. But they also struggle to makc 
sense of phenomena that defy easy comprehension, and struggle 
to relate them to the contcxts and conditions of their own lives. It 
is not so much that individuáis are lost in an information blizzard, 
unable to find their way and numbed into inactivity by the profu- 
sión of mediated images and points of view. Rather, the problem 
that confronts most people today is a problem of symbolic dislo- 
cation: in a world where the capacity to experience is no longer 
linked to the activity of encountering, how can we relate mediated 
experiences to the practical contexts of our day-to-day lives? How 
can we relate to events which take place in locales that are remóte 
from the contexts in which we Uve out our daily lives, and how can 
assimilate the experience of distant events into a coherent life 
jectory that we must construct for ourselvcs? 
shall retum to these quesrions later in the chapter. I want to 
by examining in more detail the ways in which self-forma- 
has bccome increasingly intcrwoven with mediated symbolic 
. I shall then explore the new kind of intimacy created by the 
a, using the relation between fan and star as a limit-case of 
.. reciprocal intimacy. In the third scction I shall examine the 
jure of mediated experience and its relation to lived experience, 
ore retuming to the question of how individuáis cope with the 
lux of mediated experience in their day-to-day lives. 
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The Sel/ as a Symbolic Project 


f the less fortúnate legacies of much critical social theory in 
t decades - especially those forms of social theory which 
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have had most impact in critical media studies - has been aa 
impoverished conception of the self. For authors working within a 
broadly ‘structuralist’ tradition, or whose approach has been ínflu- 
enced in some significant way by the assumptions of structuralist 
linguistics, the self is viewed largely as a product or construct of 
the symbolic Systems which precede it. A variety of terms have 
been introduced, from Althusser’s ‘interpellation’ to Foucault’s 
‘techniques’ or ‘technologies’ of the self, to try to specify the ways 
in which individuáis are tumed into subjects who think and act in 
accordance with the possibilities that are laid out in advance. Of 
course, the dominant symbolic Systems (what some used to cali 
‘ideologies’, but what many now prefer to cali ‘discourses’) will 
not define an individuaos every move. Like a game of chess, the 
dominant system will define which moves are open to individuáis : 
and which are not - with the non-trivial difference that, unlike 
chess, social life is a game that one cannot choose not to playijjl 
In this chapter I shall develop an account of the self whích| 
differs fundamentally firom the kind of approach outlined above/y 
The account I shall develop here is indebted primarily to tljj 
tradition of hermeneutics, 1 but it also bears an affinity to the v.'orv 
of symbolic interactionists and others. According to this acc< 
the self is viewed neither as the product of an external symbo 
system, ñor as a fixed entity which the individual can immediately| 
and directly grasp; rather, the self is a symbolic project that 
individual actively constructs. It is a project that the individua 
constructs out of the symbolic materials which are available Jj 
him or her, materials which the individual weaves into a cohereny 
account of who he or she is, a narrative of self-identity. Thi|gB 
narrative which for most people will change over time aS|i|j| 
draw on new symbolic materials, encounter new expei . 
gradually redefine their identity in the course of a life trajecMjHj 
To recount to ourselves or others who we are is to retenjjjj 
narratives - which are continuously modified in the proces« 
retelling - of how we got to where we are and of where wejjjj 
going from here. We are all the unofficial biographers of ourseSjj 
fot it is only by constructing a story, however loosely-stjfflj 
together, that we are able to form a sense of who we are anM 

what our future may be. ,‘ JMI 

To emphasize the active, Creative character of the selt is 
suggest that the self is socially unconditioned. On the “0||j| 
the symbolic materials which form the elements of the ídejjjgj 
we construct are themselves distributed unevenly. 2 Thes i||g§ 
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plier’, a form of vicarious travel which enables individuáis to 
distance themselves from the immediate locales of their day-to- 
day lives. 

By opening up the self to new forms of non-local knowlcdge 
and other kinds of mediated symbolic material, the development 
of the media both enriches and accentuatcs the reflexive orgamza- 
tion of the self. It enriches this organization in the sense that, as 
individuáis gain access to mediated forms of communication, the> 
are able to draw on an expanding range of symbolic resources for 
the purposes of constructing the self. Like symbolic materials 
exchanged through face-to-facc interaction, mediated materials 
can be incorporated into the process of self-formation; increas- 
ingly the self becomes organized as a reflexive project through 
which the individual incorporates mediated materials tamong 
others) into a coherent and continuously revised biographical 
narrative. 4 The devclopment of the media also deepens and accen- 
tuates the reflexive organization of the self in the sense that, with 
the expansión of symbolic resources availablc for the process of 
self-formation, individuáis are continuously confronted with new 
possibilities, their horizons are continuously shifting, their sym- 
bolic points of reference are continuously changing. It bccomes 
more and more difficult to fall back on the relatively stablc frarne- 
works of understanding which are embodied in oral traditions and ; 
tied to particular locales. The reflexive organization of the sell 
bccomes increasingly important as a feature of social life - no: 
because it did not exist previously (no doubt it did in some way 
and to some extent), but because the tremendous expansión o: 
mediated symbolic materials has opened up new possibilities :or 
self-formation and placed new demands on the self in a way and j 
on a scale that did not exist before. 

The mediated accentuation of the reflexive organization of the , 
self can have unsettling conscquenccs, both for individuáis and fot ¡ 
the communities of which they are part. The profusión of medí- j 
ated materials can provide individuáis with the means of explonng i 
altemative forms of life in a symbolic or imaginary mode; it can j 
provide individuáis with a glimpse of altematives, thereby en- j 
abling them to reflect critically on themselves and on the actual i 
circumstanccs of their lives. 'ITirough a process of symbolic dis- j 
tancing, individuáis can use mediated materials to see their o\vn j 
lives in a new light - like the Chínese viewers in Lull’s swdyi tot j 
whom the attraction of watching intemational news on televisión J 
lay not so much in the cxplicit contení of the news but rathe-r m 
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the opportunity to see Street scencs from foreign cities, domestic 
scenes from foreign households and, in general, to get a sense of 
how people live in other parís of the world, a sense which would 
give them a point of comparison to reflect critically on their own 
conditions of life. 5 

So far I have bcen concemed to highlight some of the ways in 
which the development of the media has enriched and accentu- 
ated the reflexive organization of the self, but I have not yet dwelt 
on the more negative aspeets of this rclation. I now want to 
consider several respeets in which the growing role of media 
producís can have negative consequences for self-formation. I 
shall describe these as (1) the mediated intrusión of ideological 
messages; (2) the double-bind of mediated dependeney; (3) the 
disonenting effect of symbolic overload; and (4) the absorption of 
self in mediated quasi-interaction. Let me briefiy consider each in 
turn. 




(1) The notion of ideology has been much debated and much 
cnticized in recent years, so much so that some analysts would 
prefer to Ieave the notion aside altogether. That is not my view. I 
have tned to show clsewhere that the notion of ideology still has a 
usefol and important role to play in the analysis of symbolic forms, 
provided that this notion is stripped of some of the assumptions 
that have overburdened it in the past. 6 1 have proposed a dvnamic, 
pragmatic conccption of ideology which focuses our attention on 
the ways in which symbolic forms serve, in particular circum- 
stances, to establish and sustain relations of domination. Accord- 
mg to this conception, specific symbolic forms are not ideological 
as such: they are ideological only in so far as they serve, in particu- 
lar circumstances, to establish and sustain systematically asvm- 
¡ftetrical relations of power. 

; If we conccptualize ideology in this way, we can see that the 
; development of the media greatly incrcases the capacity to trans- 
Bpt potentially ideological messages across extended stretches of 
i|pace and time, and to re-embed these messages in a multiplicity 
■particular locales; in other words, it creates the conditions for 
me mediated intrusión of ideological messages into the practical 
pntexts of everyday life. However, it is crucial to cmphasize the 
gmtextual character of ideology: whether mediated messages are 
meological wiil depend on the ways in which they are taken up by 
3he individuáis who receivc them and incorporated reflcxively into 
|peir lives. Icxts and media programmes which are replete with 
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stereotypical images, reassuring messages, etc., may in fact be 
taken up by recipients and used in quite unexpected ways. To ; : 
understand the ideological character of media messages, one must 
consider the ways in which these messages are incorporated inte 
the Uves of recipients, how they become part of their projeets of 
self-formation and how they are used by them in the practica! 
contexts of their day-to-day lives. 

This is not the place to discuss the methodological issues raised 
by this conception of ideology and its usefulness for the analysis of 
mediated symbolic forms - 1 have examined these issues in some 
detail elsewhere. 2 * * * * 7 Here I want to concéntrate on the broader ano 
more substantive aspeets of this account. While the development 
of the media has enriched and accentuated the reflexive organiza- 
tion of the self, and while the reflexive appropriation of media 
messages may have unsettling consequences both for the indi- 
vidual and for established relations of power, it would be mislead- 
ing and inaccurate to suggest that these consequences are alway. 
unsetding. Clearly they are not; it seems clear that in some con- 
texts the appropriation of media messages serves to stabilize an< 
reinforce relations of power rather than to disrupt or undermine 
them. Moreover, when mediated symbolic forms are incorporara; 
reflexively into projeets of self-formation — as they are, for 
pie, with conceptions of masculinity and femininity, conceptio 
of ethnic identity and so on - then media messages can assume 
quite powerful ideological role. They become deeply ingrained | 
the self and are expressed not so much in explicit beliefe arf 
opinions, but rather in the ways that individuáis carry themsel 
in the world, relate to themselves and others and, in general, co 
to understand the contours and the limits of their selves. 




y 


(2) Let us now consider a second respect in which the devel 

ment of the media can have negative consequences for the pro 

of self-formation. While the availability of media producís se. 

to enrich and accentuate the reflexive organization of the self, 

the same time it renders this reflexive organization increasin: 

dependent on systems over which the individual has relativ 

little control. This is what I refer to as the double-bind 
mediated dependeney: the more the process of self-formation 
enriched by mediated symbolic forms, the more the self beco 
dependent on media systems which lie beyond its control. In 
respect, reflexivity and dependeney are not necessarily opposed; 
one another. A deepening of the reflexive organization of the 


can go hand in hand with a growing dependence on the systems 
which provide the symbolic materials for self-formation. 

The double-bind of mediated dependeney is part of a more 
general trend characteristic of modern societies. I have described 
how, with the development of modera societies, individuáis are 
obliged increasingly to fall back on themselves and to construct, 
with the symbolic and material resources at their disposal, a 
coherent life-project. The self becomes increasingly organized as a 
reflexive project through which the individual constructs, in the 
form of an autobiographical narrative, a sense of self-identity. At 
the same time, however, individuáis are increasingly dependent 
on a range of social institutions and systems which provide them 
with the means - both material and symbolic - for the construc- 
tion of their life-projects. 8 Entry into the educational system, the 
labour market, the welfare system and so on are possible moves in 
a life-project to which an individual may aspire, but the opportu- 
nities to make these moves are differentially distributed and 
dependent on the decisions of others. Access to these and other 
stems is govemed by agencies and processes which most indi- 
duals may be unable significantly to influence, and yet these 
agencies and processes may have a very significant impact on 
idividuals’ life chances and self-perception. This is the paradox 
th which individuáis are increasingly conffonted in the late 
entieth century: the accentuation of the reflexive organization 
f the self takes place under conditions which render the indi- 
idual increasingly dependent on social systems over which he or 
he has relativcly little control. 

This paradox of reflexivity and dependeney - or, in Bcck’s 
s, of individualization and institutionalization - is a pervasive 
ature of modera social life; it is by no means restricted to the 
main of the media. But if we focus our attention on the relation 
veen the development of the media and the proccss of sclf- 
ation, we can apprcciate the significance of this paradox. Just 
the incrcasing availability of media produets provides individu- 
with the symbolic means to distance themselves from the 
atial-temporal contexts of their daily lives and to construct Iife- 
ojeets which incorpórate reflexively the mediated images and 
eas they receive, so too individuáis become increasingly depend- 
t - in respect of their self-formation and what one might loosely 
the life of the imagination - on complex systems for the 
duction and transmission of mediated symbolic forms, systems 
which most individuáis have relatively little control. 
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(3) The growing availability of mediated symbolic materials may 
not only enrich the process of self-formation: it can also have a 
disorienting effect. The enormous variety and multiplicity of mes- 
sages made available by the media can give rise to a kind of 
‘symbolic overload’. Individuáis are confronted not just with an- 
other narrative of self-formation which enables them to reflect 
critically on their own lives, not just with another visión of the 
world which contrasts with their taken-for-granted view: they are 
confronted with countless narratives of self-formation, countless 
visions of the world, coundess forms of informatíon and commu- 
nicadon which could not all be effectively and coherendy assimi- 
lated. How do individuáis cope with this ever-increasing flow of 
mediated symbolic materials? 

Partly they cope by being very selective in tcrms of the material 
they assimilatc. Only a small portion of the mediated symbolic 
materials available to individuáis are assimilated by them. But 
individuáis also develop, or avail thcmselves of, Systems of exper- 
tise which enable them to steer a path through the increasingly 
dense forest of mediated symbolic forms. These systems of exper- 
tise may themselves be part of media networks - as, for example, 
when individuáis come to rely on the opinions of film or TV critics 
to guide their viewing choices. But individuáis also commonly rely 
on significant others with whom they interact in their day-to-day 
lives, and whose opinions they have come to respect as a source of 
expert advice about which symbolic materials are worth assimilat- 
ing and which are not, and about how such materials are to be 
interpreted. 

The reliance on significant others as a source of expert advice 
conceming media messages has been well documented in various 
studics, from the carly work of Katz and Lazarsfeld to a variety of 
more recent studies.' 1 Consider, for example, Janice Radway’si 
study of readers of romantic fiction. 10 Avid followers of romantic 
fiction are confronted with a bewildering array of books. Dozcns 
of new tifies are published or reissued cvery month. How de 
individuáis cope with this avalanche of new material? Partly they 
develop their own systems of expertise which enable them te 
exercisc selectivity - for instancc, they leam which authors and 
imprints are most likely to please them, and they leam how te 
interpret the publishers’ blurbs and to decode the iconography o:' 
the covcr. But individuáis also scek advice from others whose 
opinions they have come to valué. In the case of Radway’s readers. 
the role played by a local bookstore attendant, Dorothy (‘Dot*).! 
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Evans, was crucial. Dot was extremely knowledgeable about the 
world of romantic fiction, and many women in the local commu- 
nity carne to rely on her as a source of advice about which novéis 
were worth reading and which were not. They had come to trust 
her judgement; since Dot offered expert advice which was inde- 
pendent of any particular publisher, she helped readers to experi- 
ment with new authors and new ‘fines’ in a way that minimized 
the risk of disappointment and wasted expense. Moreover, Dot 
had started a newsletter, ‘Dorothy’s Diary of Romance Reading’, 
which made her advice available to readers who did not know her 
through the bookstore. As her reputation grew, publishers began 
to send her the proofs of fortheoming books in the hope of getting 
a revtew in the newsletter. Dot increasingly took on the role of a 
cultural intermediary who helped readers to sift through the out- 
pourings of the publishing houses and enabled them to ftnd - with 
the aid of Dot’s expert advice - the particular novéis that would 
satisfy their needs. 

This example illustrates well the way in which individuáis build 
up and avail themselves of systems of practical expertise in order 
to cope with the ever-increasing flow of mediated symbolic forms. 
Of course, the development of systems of practical expertise is not 
confined to the sphere of individuáis’ appropriation of media 
Products. In other spheres of life - in leaming how to deal with 
welfare systems, for example, or how to cope with personal rela- 
tionships, or how to adjust to serious illness or injury - individuáis 
commonly build up systems of practical expertise which enable 
them to sift through the options and weigh up the opinions of 
professionals and others. 11 And, in building up these systems, 
individuáis often draw on media produets as a resourcc. Books, 
manuals, radio and TV programmes, etc., provide a constant 
source of advice about how to cope with the difficulties and 
-omplexities of life. Again, Radway’s romantic fiction readers 
¡ilústrate this point well: having drawn on the expertise of Dot to 
select their novéis from among the countless tifies available to 
them, they then incorpórate the messages they draw from the texts 
into a System of practical expertise for dealing with personal 
relationships and coping with the demands of daily life. Reading 
romantic fiction is a practical lesson in how to manage a relation- 
? ship which promises much but delivers a good deal lcss, and in 

Í which the path to happiness is strcwn with painful obstacles that 
have to be confronted, endured and eventually overeóme. It is, as 
Geertz would say, a form of sentimental education. 12 
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The development of the media is thus an integral part of a 
broader dynamic characteristic of modem societies, a dynamic 
that we may describe as the interplay of complexity and expertise. 
As the social environment of individuáis grows more and more 
complex (in part through the massive growth in mediated sym- 
bolic forms), individuáis build up systcms of practical expertise 
(drawing in part on mediated materials as a resource) which 
enable them to cope with this complexity and to deal with the 
demands of living in the modem world. The media thus both 
contribute to the growth of social complexity and provide indi- 
viduáis with a constant source of advice about how to cope with it. 


(4) Let us consider a fourth respect in which the development of 
the media can have negative consequcnces for the process of self- 
formation. I have tried to show that the development of the media 
creates a new kind of interactivc situation - what 1 have called 
mediated quasi-interaction. For most individuáis, the participa- 
tion in mediated quasi-interaction is one among many aspeets of 
everyday social activity; mediated symbolic materials are a rich 
and varied resource for the process of self-formation, but they are 
not the only or even the principal resource. Individuáis also dra 
extensively on the symbolic materials exchanged through face-t 
face interaction with members of the family, friends and oth 
they encounter in the course of their day-to-day lives. However, i 
is clear that in some cases individuáis can come to rely very heavily 
on mediated symbolic materials; these materials become not so 
much a resource that individuáis draw on and incorpórate 
reflexively into their projeets of self-formation, but rather ar 
object of identification to which individuáis become strongly 
and emotionally attached. The reflexive character of the self, 
whereby individuáis are able reflexively to incorpórate sym- 
bolic materials (mediated and otherwise) into a relatively autonój 
mous process of self-formation, fades almost imperceptibly into 
something else: the self becomes absorbed in a form of mediated 
quasi-interaction. 

The absorption of the self does not necessarily involve a suspeií 
sion of reflexivity; rather, it could be seen as a kind of extensi 
and accentuation of the reflexive character of the self. It is 
cisely because the individual is able reflexively to incorporal 
mediated symbolic materials into the process of self-formatio 
that these materials can become ends in themselves, symbolí 
constructs around which the individual begins to organize his o: 
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her hfe and sense of self. Henee the absorption of the self in 
meihatedquasi-inteniction ¡S not a P henom enon which is qualita- 
uvely diñerent from the reflexive organixation of the self it is a 
versión of it, extended to the point where mediated symbolic 
matenals are not merely a resource for the self but its central 
prcoccupation. 

Why should mediated symbolic materials have this drawing 
Power for individuáis? What is it about the nature of mediated 
quasi-interaction which might enable it to become not merely one 
form of social mvolvement among others, but rather a primary 
form of mvolyement around which other aspeets of an individuaPs 
social hfe and sense of self are organized? In order to answer these 
questions, we need to examine further the distinctive character of 
mediated quasi-interaction and the forms of involvement, at the 
level of personal intimacy, that it makes possible. 


Non-reciprocal Intimacy at a Distance 


There are two aspeets of mediated quasi-interaction which are of 
particular imponance for the nature of the personal relationships 
that can be formed through the media. First, since mediated 
quasi-interaction is stretched across space and time, it makes 
possible a form of intimacy with others who do not share one’s 
own spatial-temporal lócale; in other words, it makes possible 
what has been aptly described as ‘intimacy at a distance’.' 3 Sec- 
ará’ since mediated quasi-interaction is non-dialogical, the form 
gvintimacy established through it is non-reciprocal in character. 
That is, it is a form of intimacy which does not involve the kind 
Oí reciprocity and mutuality characteristic of face-to-face 
interaction. 

i distinctive kind of non-reciprocal intimacy at a distance 
has some attractions for individuáis as well as some costs. It 
¡¡pies mdividuals to enjoy some of the benefits of companion- 
ppwithout the demands typically incurred in contexts of face-to- 
tace interaction. It provides individuáis with an opportunity to 
éiplore mterpersonal relations in a vicarious way, without enter- 
* ® mt0 a web of reciprocal commitments. The distant others 
| 01,1 one com es to know through mediated quasi-interaction are 
pers who can be slotted into the time-space niches of one’s life 
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more or lcss at will. They are regular and depcndable companions 
who can provide entertainmcnt, offer advice, recount cvents m 
distant locales, serve as a topic of conversation and so on - all m 
a way that avoids the reciprocal demands and complcxities that 
are characteristic of relarionships sustalned through facc-to-tace 

interaction. , , • u - 

The non-reciprocal charactcr of mediated relauonships does 
not imply that recipients are at thc merey of distant others and are 
unable to exercisc any control; on the contrary, the very tact tha, 
others are not situated in the same spatial-tcmporal locales as 
recipients, and are not normally participants in face-to-face ínter- 
actions with recipients, means that recipients have a great dea oí 
leeway in shaping the kind of rclationship they wish to estabhsh 
and sustain with distant others. Part of the attraction of the kind 
of intimacv created through mediated quasi-interaction consists 
prcciselv in that: it is a kind of intimacy which allows individuáis 
a great deal of scope in defining the terms of engagement and in 
fashioning the character of intímate others. Individuáis can con- 
ceive of the others they come to know through the media in a way 
that is rclatively unconstrained by the reality-defining features oí 

face-to-face interaction. . . 

In one form or another, most individuáis in modem socienes 
establish and sustain non-reciprocal relations of intimacy with 
distant others. Actors and actresses, news readers and talk shou 
hosts, pop stars and others become familiar and recognizable 
ti tul res who are often discussed by individuáis in the course o! 
their day-to-day lives, who may be referred to rouuncly on a first- 
name basis and so on. But it is also clear that in some cases these- 
non-reciprocal relations of intimacy may assume a much greatet 
significance in the lives of particular individuáis. They can become 
such an important aspect of an individual^ life that they begm ta a 
overshadow other aspeets, in such a way that forms of everyda 
interaction are redefined in their terms, somenmes with paintul , 
and confusing results. Consider the account of Joanne, a 42-yeaij 
oíd married woman with three children. 
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When I make love with my husband I imagine it’s Barry Manilo» . 

And after, when my husband and I have made love and I realizó 
it’s not him, I cry to myself. 

It’s usually dark when the tears flow and somehow I manare io 
conceal them. 


It happens to an awful lot of people, too. I didn’t realize how 
many until I got involved with Barry fans. A lot of them are married 
and around my age and they feel the same way and do the same 
thing. It s comforting to know I’m not the only one. 

s st *N not casy sometimes. It can be very, very upsetting. 

Cos sometimes, besides everything else, I’ve got this terrible guilty 
fechng ... & 3 

I suppose it s the same kind of thing people gct out of religión 
I can’t really cxplain it more than that. But they obviously get 
something from God to help them through their lives. And Barry 
is - maybc I shouldn’t say it, but it’s thc way I feel - he’s the same 
sort of thing. He helps me through my life. 

Bul also it isn’t just that, bccause I’m attracted to him as wcll I 
am definitely attracted to him. It’s what I describe as a one-sided 
love affair. He's my lover in my fantasies. He’s my fricnd when I’m 
depressed. He’s there and he seems to serve as something I need to 
get through my life . 14 


This frank and disconccrting account is no doubt somewhat 
exceptional, but it is interesting for the light that it sheds on the 
naturc of non-reciprocal relations of intimacy with distant others. 
Joanne’s one-sided love affair with Barry Manilow has become an 
integral aspect of her life, so much so that she cannot exelude it 
from the intimate relationships she sustains through face-to-face 
interaction. As a distant other encountered primarily through the 
media, Barry Manilow is a malleable object of affection, a com- 
panion who can be summoned up more or Iess at will and who can 
oe shaped according to Joanne’s own wishes, feelings and desires. 

. He is a companion whosc very distance from the practical con- 
.texts of daily life is one of the sources of his enduring appeal, since 
í it is this distance which elevares, which keeps him apart while 

E idenng him permanently available in a mediated or imaginary 
m, and which enables Joanne to imagine him as she would like 
n to be. And yet the intrusión of this non-reciprocal relation- 
p rato the contexts of daily life can be a source of confusión and 
|ven pain. It can be difficult to bear the guilt of knowing that you 
are leading a double life, enacting an intimate relationship 
hrough face-to-face interaction while imagining that you are with 
.someone else - someone, indeed, with whom you could never 
fustam anything other than a non-reciprocal relation of intimacy 
jipi.: distance. 

¡.Joanne had developed a non-reciprocal relation of intimacy 
with Barry Manilow before she became involved with Barry fans, 
l but getting involved with Barry fans was an important new step. It 
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enabled her to feel part of a collectivity of individuáis who shared 
similar concems, and this sense of belonging was itself a source 
of reassurance - ‘It’s comforting to know that I’m not the only 
one.’ What is a fan? The term is not a particularly helpfiil one, 
since it conjures up too many stereotypical images (the horde 
of screaming teenagers struggling to catch a glimpse of their 
favourite star, the obsessed loner who stalks and threatens to kill 
the person he or she adores, etc.). The term itself is an abbrevia- 
tion of ‘fanatic’ and was probably first used in the late nineteenth 
century to describe enthusiastic spectators of sport. While the 
term ‘fan’ is often used today in a broadly descriptive fashion, 
it has not entirely lost the connotation of religious fervour, 
frenzy and demonic possession conveyed by its etymological 
deriva tion. 

In the account I shall develop here, being a fan is an altogeth 
ordinary and routine aspect of everyday life. To be a fan is to 
organize one’s daily life in such a way that following a certa 
activity (like a spectator sport), or cultivating a relation to parti 
lar media producís or genres, becomes a central preoccupation 
the self and serves to govem a significant part of one’s activity a 
interaction with others. Being a fan is one way of reflexiv 
organizing the self and its day-to-day conduct. Viewed in this w 
there is not a clear-cut dividing line between a fan and a non-f 
It is only a maner of degree - of the dcgree to which an individ 
orients himself or herself towards ccrtain activitics, producís 
genres and begins to refashion his or her life accordingly. 

In many cases, an important part of being a fan is the cultivad 
of non-reciprocal relations of intimacy with distant others. Th 
are many individuáis, such as Joanne, for whom the activity 
being a fan is rooted in a non-reciprocal relation of intimacy, 
it is this relarion which gives meaning and purpose to the asst 
ated fan activities. But there are forms of fandom which do n 
necessarily involve the intensive cultivation of non-reciprocal reí 
tions of intimacy; many sports fans, for example, may develi 
bonds of loyalty to particular teams rathcr than relations of in_ 
macy with particular playcrs. Moreovcr, being a fan typicall 
involves a good deal more than an affective orientation towards 
distant other. Fans typically engage in a multitude of practíl 
social activities, such as collccting records, tapes, videos and otk 
media products; building up collections of mcmorabilia or sera- 
books of photos and newspaper clippings; going to concerts. fita 
matches, etc.; writing letters to other fans; subscribing to nev 
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temporarily suspended.) By providing individuáis with the means 
of enactíng a relationship or forming a bond, becommg a fan 
has a great deal to offer. It enables individuáis to tap into a nch 
source of symbolic materials which can be used to develop a 
non-reciprocal relation of intimacy or to cultívate a bond, and 
which can thereby be incorporated reflexively into a project of 

self-formation. . „ 

Fandom has other attractions too. Most importantly, it otters 
the possibility of becoming part of a group or community, of 
developing a network of social relations with others who share a 
similar orientation. The community of fans is a quite distinctive 
kind of community. It is a community which is, for the most part, 
not restricted to a particular place. Fans may come together from 
time to time, as when they meet at concerts or conventions, but 
their association is not based on the sharing of a common lócale. 
Henee forms of mediated communication - letters, newsletters, 
telephone, computers, etc. - are crucial to the development of the 
fan community. This is a community with which individuáis can 
nevertheless feel deeply involved at a personal and emotional 
level. Partly this involvement stems ffom the fact that being a fan 
is viewed by many people as a somewhat unworthy pursuit. It is a 
stigmatized activity which, in some contexts, may give rise to 
feelings of guilt and self-doubt. Finding oneself in the company of 
fellow-travellers can be a source of enormous relief from the guilt 
and doubt which weighs down on the stigmatized self. 

But the deep personal and emotional involvement of individuáis 
in the fan community is also a testimony to the fact that being a 
fan is an integral part of a project of self-formation. It is preciseiy 
because individuáis have wrapped up a significant part of their 
identity in the experience of being a fan that the act of associaung 
with other fans can be immensely gratifying. To associate with 
other fans is to discover that the choices one has made in con- 
structing one’s life-project are not entirely idiosyncratic. lt is t 
discover that one’s chosen life trajectory overlaps significan 
with the life trajectories of others, in such a way that c 
aspeets of the self - including, in some cases, one’s innermo 
feelings and desires - can be shared unashamedly with others, 

If we understand fandom in this way, we can also unders 
why for some individuáis the experience of being a fan can take 
an ever-greater significance. For many individuáis, being a fan | 
merely one among other aspeets of the life-projects which th~ 
build for themselves. They move between the world of the fan 
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the practical contexts of their everyday lives with relative ease. 
They have not lost sight of the symbolic boundary which separates 
these worlds; indeed, it is the very existence of this boundary, and 
the ability to move across it more or less at will, which is part of 
the pleasure of being a fan. But for some individuáis, the attrac- 
tions of fandom can become overwhelming. The experience of 
being a fan can become a kind of addiction - that is, a form of 
activity which becomes compulsive and from which the individual 
cannot extricate himself or herself at will. The individual becomes 
increasingly preoccupied with the cultivation of a relation of inti- 
macy with a distant other (or with the development of a similar 
bond); the self becomes increasingly absorbed in the world of the 
fan. When this occurs, the individual may find it difficult to 
sustain the distinction between the world of the fan and the 
practical contexts of daily life. These worlds become inextricably 
entangled, and the project of the self becomes inseparable from, 
and increasingly shaped by, the experience of being a fan. 

With this merging of the self and the other, of the world of the 
fan and the world of everyday life, the individual may begin to feel 
that his or her life is slipping out of control. Being a fan may 
gradually cease to be an activity that is chosen, one activity among 
the many that comprise the practical engagements of the self; it 
may become an activity that one cannot do without. The narrative 
of .the self becomes interwoven with a narrative of the other in 
súch a way that one can no longer prise them apart. ‘The star 
expresses something up there that’s very real to you and so you 
mistake that thing for yourself. And you get caught up in his life’; 17 
this view, expressed by a former David Bowie fan, captures the 
¡Ny i" which the reflexive appropriation of mediated symbolic 
materials can become a compulsive preoccupation with the other, 
á preoccupation in which the self gradually loses control. ‘But 
you’re another person’ - she goes on to say, reflecting on her 
experiences as a fan - ‘with another story to tell.’ 18 


E Desequestration and the Mediation of Experience 

pe. formation of non-reciprocal relations of intimacy with distant 
phers is not the only mode of experience that individuáis sustain 
|jrbugh the media. More generally, the media make available a 
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range of cxpericnce that individuáis would not normally acquire ín 
thc practical contexts of thcir day-to-day livcs. Wc can appreciate 
the significance of this phenomenon if we vicw it in a broad 
historical perspective. The dcvelopment of modem socieiies has 
involved a complex rcordering of spheres of cxpericnce. With the 
emcrgence of specialized systems of knowledge such as medicine 
and psychiatry, and specialized institutions like hospitals, hospices 
and asylums of various kinds, certain forms of expcriencc have 
becn gradually removed from the locales of evcryday life and 
increaslngly concentrated in particular instiwtional settings. The 
cxpericnce, for instancc, of chronic illness (physical and mental) 
or of the death of a loved one are experiences which for most 
people are increasingly shaped by a range of institutions which 
specialize in the care of the sick and the dying. Thesc and other 
forms of experience are separated out from thc practical contexts 
of day-to-day Ufe and reconstituted in specialized institutions, 
access to which may be rcstrictcd or controlled in certain ways. 

Perhaps the most dramatic examples of this ‘sequestration’ of 
cxpericnce can be found in the devclopment of prisons and insane 
asylums from the early nincteenth century on. Thcse institutions 
forcibly isolated certain catcgories of individuáis from the rest of 
the population and enclosed them within high walls and sccure 


gates. 10 In previous centuries individuáis convicted of criminal 
offences wcre often subjected to forms of public humiliation and 
punishment, such as flogging, branding, the pillory and the gal-- 
lows; offenders were physically marked and displayed for all to 
see. But from the early nincteenth century on, convicted crimináis 
wcre increasingly locked away in institutions where they would be 
largely excluded from public view. Today the punishment of 
convicted crimináis, like the treatment of thc mentally ill, is no 
longer a phenomenon which people routinely encounter in the 
course of their day-to-day lives. It is a phenomenon which has 
bccome the province of specialists and which most individuáis 
encounter, if they encounter it at all, as something extraordinary: 

But thc institutional sequestration of experience has gone hand 
in hand with another development which in some ways runs 
countcr to it: the massive expansión of forms of experience which 
are mediated in character. Just when many forms of experience 
are being separated out from thc practical contexts of day-to-day 
life and reconstituted within specialized institutional settings, 
individuáis are confrontcd with an explosión of mediated forms of 
expcriencc. And some of thc forms of experience which have becn 
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separated out from the normal flow of cveryday life are reintro- 
duced - perhaps even amplified and acccntuatcd - through the 
media. While we may rarely encounter certain kinds of illness and 
death in the practical contexts of our daily lives, we may well 
acquire some experience of them, and some knowledge about 
them, through the media. 

The desequestration of experience through the media is a sig- 
nificant devclopment, but it tells only part of the story. For the 
media make available forms of experience which are altogether 
new, irrespectivc of whether they were gradually separated out 
from the normal flow of cveryday life. Anyonc who watchcs televi- 
sión today on a moderately regular basis will have witnessed 
countless instances of death and murder (both simulated and 
real), will have scen children dying of disease and starvation, will 
have seen wars, conflicts and the violcnt suppression of demon- 
strations as they occurred in different parts of the world, will have 
seen assassinations and attempted assassinations, coups and 
aborted coups, revolutions and counter-rcvolutions - they will 
have scen these and many other events unfolding before them on 
their TV screens, events which, prior to the advent of televisión, 
may never have been seen by most people. The media produce a 
continuous intermingling of different forms of experience, an 
intermingling that makes the day-to-day lives of most individuáis 
today quite different from the lives of previous gencrations. 

How should we make sense of this distinctive intermingling of 
different forms of experience? How should we analysc its consti- 
tutive features and its consequenccs? I shall begin to answer these 
questions by drawing a broad distlnction between two types of 
experience. Following Dilthcy and other authors within the 
hermeneutic and phenomenological traditions, I shall use thc 
term ‘lived experience’ ( Erlebnis in Dilthey’s terms) to refer to 
experience as we live through it in the course of our day-to-day 
lives. 20 It ¡s the experience wc acquire in the temporal flow of our 
daily Uves; it is immediatc, continuous and, to some extern, pre- 
refiexive, in the sense that it gencrally precedes any cxplicit act of 
reflection. Lived expcriencc, as I shall construe it here, is also 
situated experience, in the sense that it is the expcriencc we 
acquire in the practical contexts of our evcryday lives. It is the 
practical activities of our daily lives and our encounters with 
others in contexts of face-to-face interaction which provide the 
contení of our lived experience. 

We can distinguish lived experience in this sense from what I 
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context in which the event itseif occurs. The shocking, disconcert- 
ing character of televisión images from the Sudan, Bosnia, Soma- 
lia, Rwanda and elsewhere stems not only from the desperate life 
conditions of the peoplc portrayed in these images, but also from 
the fact that their lifc conditions diverge so dramatically from the 
contexts within which these images are rc-embedded. ít is the 
clash of contexts, of divergent worlds suddenly brought together 
in the mediated experience, that shocks and disconcerts. Who has 
not felt the need, from time to time, to tum away from the images 
that appcar on the TV screen, to cióse off temporarily the realm of 
experience opened up by this médium and retum to the familiar, 
reassuring realities of one’s day-to-day life? 

A third aspect of mediated experience has to do with what wc 
may describe as its ‘relevance structurc’. 21 If we understand the 
self as a symbolic project which the individual shapes and reshapes 
in the course of his or her life, then we must also see that this 
project involves a continuously modifiable set of priorities which 
determine the relevance or othcrwise of experiences or potential 
experienccs. This set of priorities is an integral part of the life- 
project that wc construct for ourselves. We do not relate to all 
experiences or potential experiences equally, but rather orient 

I ourselves towards these experiences in terms of the priorities that 
are pan of the project of the self. From the viewpoint of 
the individual, therefore, experienccs and potential experiences 
are structured in terms of their relevance to the self. 

Both lived experience and mediated experience are structured 
m this way, but the characteristics of mediated experience endow 
it with a somewhat different relevance structure. Let us first 
: consider lived experience. As onc moves along the time-space 
1 paths of daily life, one is constantly immersed in lived experience; 

I this experience is continuous, immediate and, at icast to some 
| extern, unavoidablc. Lived experience forms an environment for 
KMthe self; it is the experience of events which occur (or of others 
|. ■ who are situated) in the same spatial-temporal lócale as the self, 
H ¡and which the self can potentially influence through its actions (or 
Hlvyith whom the self can potentially interact). The relevance of 
BSjgpiitexperience to the self is direct and largely unquestioned, for 
■litis primarily through this experience that the project of the self is 
■poned and reformed over time. 

j||||fn the case of mediated experience, the relevance structure is 
jljteiewhat different. Sincc mediated experience gencrally involves 
jjj^vents which are distant in space (perhaps also in time) and which 
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are reffactory to the individuáis who experience them, it is more 
likely to bear a rather tenuous, intermittent and selective relation 
to the self. Mediated experience is not a continuous flow but 
rather a discontinuous sequence of experiences which have vary- 
ing degrees of relevance to the self. For many individuáis whose 
life-projects are rooted in the practical contexts of their day-to-day 
Uves, many forms of mediated experience may bear a tenuous 
connection to their lives: they may be intermittently interesting, 
occasionally entertaining, but they are not the issues that concern 
t hem most. But individuáis also draw selectively on mediated 
experience, interlacing it with the lived experience that forms the 
connective tissue of their daily lives; and in so far as mediated 
experience has been incorporated reflexively into the project of the 
self, it may acquire a deep and enduring relevance. 

For any particular individual, we could in principie construct a 
map of the relevance structure of different forms of experience as 
he or she moves through the time-space paths of daily life, At one 
end of the spectrum, there is the individual who valúes only lived 
experience and who has relatively little contact with mediated 
forms. For this person, the project of the self is shaped over- 
whelmingly by lived experience and, while mediated experiences 
may occur at various points along the time-space path, these 
experiences have little bearing on the self: they may be noticed, 
perhaps remembered for the purposes of accomplishing some task 
at hand, but they remain peripheral to the core concems of the 
self. At the other end of the spectrum, there is the individual for 
whom mediated experience has become central to the project of 
the self, Like the dedicated fan, this person organizes his or her life 
in such a way that mediated experience is a regular and integral 
feature of it. Taken to an extreme, mediated experience may even 
supplant or become confused with lived experience in such a way 
that individuáis may find it difficult to distinguish between them, 
as we have seen. 

For most individuáis, the relevance structure of different forms . 
of experience lies somewhere between these two poles. As they 
move through the time-space paths of their day-to-day lives they 
acquire both lived experience and mediated experience, incorpo-; 
rating them into a continuously evolving life-project. They organj 
ize their time-space paths in such a way that certain mediated. 
experiences are planned features of them — the evening nevis. 
bulletin, for instance, or the episodes of a televised serial or so% 
opera, or the live broadcast of a sports event. The planmng Oíj 
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mediated experiences is an Índex of their relevance to the self- the 

,hd£d r n í, * ey ” e fe í l ° be ’ ** more likeJ y « i* that an 
individual will intégrate them into his or her daily schedules. 

1 T? ro “ gh rou tmization they become settled features of everydav 
lite. But even when mediated experiences become routinized in 
this way, they often have a somewhat tenuous relation to the self, 
precisely because the events experienced through the media take 
place in locales which are remóte from the practical contexts of 
day-to-day hfe. 

Let us now consider a fourth and final aspect of mediated 
experience, what I shall describe as its ‘despatialized com- 
| “ 10nahty • 111 the case of lived experience, the commonality of 
experience is lmked to the sharing of a common lócale and to the 
overlapping of hfe trajectories in the shared circumstances of day- 
to-day hfe. In so far as different individuáis have experiences in 
common, in the sense of lived experience, this commonality is 

,^ en I 0 °i ted m , e fact 431 ^ P ra ctical life contexts of these 
individuáis are the same or very similar: the commonality of lived 
experience is rooted in spatial proximity. It is this commonality of 
lived experience which formed the basis of many traditional kinds 
ofpohtical organization, such as trade unions and class-based 
P°'itical Pames- Of course, these traditional kinds of political 
organization often made extensive use of mediated communica- 
: non, in the form of partisan newspapers, pamphlets, etc. But 
ulnmately they were rooted in a certain commonality of lived 
xpenence, of shared experiences based on shared life conditions, 
sand mediated communication was used to cali attention to this 
common basis. 

However, the development of mediated communication creares 
tamew kmd of experience which to some extern undercuts these 
tfraditional kmds ofpohtical organization, for it is a kind of expe- 
pience m which commonality is no longer linked to the sharing of 
mrcomman lócale. Individuáis can acquire similar experiences 
I ough the media without sharing similar life contexts. This is 
sy not to say that the life contexts of individuáis are irrelevant to the 
Mature and significance of mediated experience: on the contrary 
jas I have repeatedly stressed, the life contexts of individuáis play 
.. crucial role m shapmg the ways that individuáis appropriate 
jmedia producís and incorpórate them into their lives. But. unlike 
TOed experience, the commonality of mediated experience is not 
rooted in spatial proximity. Whethcr individuáis share the same or 
gimilar expenences, in the sense of mediated experience ’ 
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to do with spatial proximity and the overlapping oflife trajectones 
than with their common access to mediated forras of commum 
don I shall pursue the political imphcations of this point m 
following chapter. But first I want to consider in a more general 
way some of the consequences of living in a world in whieh 
mediated experience has become more and more pervasive. 


New Options, New Burdens: Living in a Mediated World 


What is it like to live in a world increasingly permeated by medi- 
ated forras of information and commumcation? What happens to 
the self in a world where mediated experience has come to play a 
substantial and expanding role in the daily Uves of mdiv.duals? 
Some of the recent litcrature in social and cultural theory sugge 
a certain way of answering these questions: the profusión of me 
diated messages and images has, it is sometimes argued, cffe.- 
tivcly dissolved the self as a coherent cntity. The self has, in effect, 
becn absorbed into a disjointed array ot mediated signs. As the 
individual becomes more and more open to mediated mes s a 8 e ^ 
the self becomes more and more dispersed an<d decentred, losing 
whatever unity and coherence it may have had. Like the imag. 
refracted through a hall of mirrors, the self becomes an endlcs 
play of signs that shift with every movement. Nothing is stabl^ 
noth.ng is fixed, and therc is no sepárate cntity of whieh these 
images are a refiection: in this age of media saturation, the m | 

tiple, shifting images are the self. 22 ’ 

How convincing is this as an account of the self and o tre 
impact of mediated communication? Certainly « « an accouM 
whieh has becn influential: it lurks in much of the lit^aturi 
associated with postmodernism, 23 even if it is seldom stat 
explicit form. But as a charactenzation of the self in the cont 
norarv media age, this account is, in my view, misguided. 1 h_ se 
hasTot becn dissolved by the prohision of mediated message, 
and the metaphor of the hall of mirrors does not capturt i wd m 
prcdicament of the self in the contemporary world. The sellM 
been transformed, the conditions of self-formation have - 
altered; but we need to think about this transformation «§ 

dlffcrent way ' as¡ availability of mediated materials, the sé 
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understood as a reflexively organized symbolic project, has be- 
cZm Cr fT Sy unconstrained by its location in the practical 
contexts of day-to-day hfc. While still situated in these contexts 
nd orgamzing much of their Uves in terms of the demands arisine 

wX t dXnX V rh dUa ' S Ca H aiS ° experience distant «en», interact 
th distant others and move temporarily into mediated 

microworlds whieh, depending on one’s interests and priorities 

exne C ri S enc V e aIylnS d6greeS ° f h ° lding P°"«- As these mediated 
expenences^are meorporated reflexively into the project of self 

formar, on, Ate nature of the self is transformed. It is nót dissolvld 
; ” dls P ersed by media messages, but rather is opened up by them 
>n varying degrees, to influences whieh stem from distant focales’ 
of dX 8 m a medla “ d world mvolves a continuous interweaving 
mot a, b™ 8 ° f experience - most individuáis, as Zy 
C ° ng the «me-space paths of their daily Uves, lived experi- 
ence connnues to exert a powerfol influence on the project ofLlf 

^“rthtl 05 ° U r IVeS 3nd ° Ur 1Ífe -lectont prittúy 

others w h°m, and the events whieh, we encoun- 
fres H» y ^ to encounter) in the practical contexts of our daily 

. Uves. However, if we compare our Uves today with the Uves of 

fo^srt IÍV r d tW °.° r ^ « seenls olear 

' WhiltlivX experience has changed in significara ways. 

'^pleXntd b enen f- remalhS &nda mental, it is increasingly 
supplemented by, and in some respecta displaced by, mediated 

Koftdf f hldl3 “s a and greater role in the pro- 

f “tmasingly draw on mediated 

ggperience to mform and refashion the project of the self 

'nJr e gr0Wlng . availability of mediated experience thus creates 

fe T ° Pti r S ’ neW arenas fOT -f-experiment 

toottXnl readS 3 n ° Vel or watches a soa P °pera is 

got simply consuming a fantasy; he or she is exploring possibili- 

lelf ZT mS 3l * ema0v , eS3 experimenting with the project of the 
,.?elf But as our biographies are opened up by mediated experi- 
;,ence, we also find ourselvcs drawn into issues and social relarions 
,|h,ch extend well beyond the focales of our day-to-day Uves We 
H ourselves not only to be observers of distant others and 
■ fl 1 , but a,s o t0 be involved with them in some way We are 
|!eased from the focales of our daily Uves only to find'ourselves 
II wn into a world of baffling complexity. We are called on 'o 
fen a v,e w about, to take a stand on, even to assume some 
l^onsfoility for, issues and events whieh take place in distant 
fts of an increasingly interconnected world. 
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Living in a mediated world thus carnes with it a new burden of 
responsibility which weighs heavily on the shoulders of some. It 
gives rise to a new dynamic in which the immediacy of lived 
experience and the moral claims associated with facc-to-face in- 
teraction are constantly played off against the claims and respor.- 
sibilities stemming from mediated experience. Some individuáis 
turn away from the latter claims and seek to maintain their dis- 
tance from events which are, in any case, distant from the pressing 
demands of their day-to-day lives. Others, stirred by media images 
and reports, throw themselves into campaigns on behalf ot distant 
groups or causes. The case of Graham Bamford, who doused 
himseif in petrol and set himself alight in Parliament Square to 
protest against the British governmcnt’s failure to intervene in the 
Bosnian tragedy, is certainly an extreme example; but it íllustratcs 
vividly the extern to which a sense of responsibility for distant 
others, acquired through mediated experience, can bear down on 
the project of the self. 24 Most individuáis try, as best thcy can, to 
stecr a path between the claims and responsibilities arising from 
the practical contcxts of their day-to-day lives, on the one hand, 
and those stemming from mediated experience, on the other. 
They try to find a balance they can live with and justify to 
themselves. 

This moral circumstance, in which mediated experience can 
give rise to claims on the self and to a sense of responsibility for 
distant others or events, is rclatively new as a widesprcad phenom- 
enon. It has highlighted a set of issucs - conceming, among other 
things, the long-rangc impact of human action and the high-risk 
stakes of an increasingly interconnccted world - which cannot be 
readily accommodated within the traditional framcworks of moral 
and political thought. In the final chapter I shall explore some of 
these issues and pursue the task of rethinking some of the notions 
that traditional ffameworks have bequeathed to us. 


8 


The Reinvention of Publicness 


In previous chapters I have raised but not pursued questions of a 
more normative character conceming the media and their role in 
modern societies. How should the media be organized at an 
mstitutional level? What contribution should they makc to social 
and political Ufe? What kinds of opportunities do the media open 
up, and what Iimitations do they impose on the forms ofeommu- 
meation that are possible in the modem world? These are some of 
*e questions I want to pursue in this final chapter. In so doing I 
shall be concemed to develop a particular argument: today, I shall 
argüe, we must look for new ways to reinvent publicness. But 
what does it mean to reinvent publicness? How should we concep- 
taalize this task and how can we transíate it into practical terms? 

. 6 can be Sj n to answer these questions by recalling the distinc- 
tion, drawn in chapter 4, between two senses of the public-private 
cuchotomy. According to the first sense, the public-private di- 
photomy has to dó with the relation between the State, on the one 
hand, and those activities or spheres of life that were excluded or 
separated from it, on the other. The second sense of the di- 
chotomy has to do with the relation between visibility and invis- 
¡jgty- If we b ear in mind this distinction, then we can see that the 
argument conceming the reinvention of publicness has to be 
pursued at two sepárate levels. 

f . At 0I te level, the reinvention of publicness involves the creation 
||ttew forms of public life which lie beyond the State. This was, of 
tirarse, the theme that Habermas wished to highlight in his argu- 
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ments concerning the emcrgcnce of the bourgeois public sphere: 
this sphere was importan:, he argued, becausc it was sepárate 
from the State and stood in a rclation of potential criticism t ris-á- 
vis the exercise of State power. This theme retains its significance 
today, although it needs to be rethought in relation to the cevei- 
opmental trends which have transformcd the conditions under 
which media organizations opérate. Today the reinvention of 
publicness must take place in a symbolic cnvironment which 
is alrcady shaped by substantial concentrations of resources 
and which cxtends well bcyond the boundaries of particular 
nation-states. 

Therc is, however, a second levcl at which the argument about 
the reinvention of publicness must be pursued. Our ways of 
thinking about polidcs have been profoundly shaped by a certain 
model of what public life should be. It is a model derived from the 
asscmblies of the classical Greek city-states, a model in which 
individuáis come togcther in the same spatial-temporal setting to 
discuss issues of common concern. But we must seriously ques- 
tion whether this traditional model of publicness as co-presence is 
adequate to the social and political conditions of the late twentieth 
centurv. The problem is not simply that modem societies have 
developed on a scalc that renders the traditional model quite 
impractical as a means of conceptualizing üte involvcment of 
most individuáis in many of the political decisions that affect their 
Uves There is a further problem: namely, that the devclopment of 
communication media has created a ncw kind of publicness which 
is vcry different from the traditional conception of public life. This 
new kind of mediated publicness does not involve individua.: 
coming together in a shared lócale to discuss issues of common 
concern. Rather, it is a publicness of openness and visibility, ct 
making available and making visible, and this visibility no longer 
involves the sharing of a common lócale. 

What are the consequences of this new kind of mediated 
publicness for the way we think about the conduct and content of 
politics? What opportunities does it open up in the modem worli 
and what risks does it introduce? What limitations does it impo: 
on the forms of political activity that are possible in the la 
twentieth century? These are some of the questions I shall , ti 
to address. I shall begin by situating the task of reinventingj 
publicness within a broader set of debates concerning the nature 
of politics and the State; here the reinvention of publicness in- 
volves the creation of new forms of public life which lie beyond me 
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institutions of the State. In the second section I shall develop the 
argument that the reinvention of publicness requires us to move 
bcyond the traditional notion of publicness as co-presence. In the 
third section I shall explore the notion of mediated publicness in 
m “ tail and examine some of the consequences of mediated 
visibility. Drawing together these lines of argument, I shall con- 
clude by considering some of the opportunities for, and the 
limitations on, the renewal of politics and moral-practical thinking 
m an age of global communication. 


Publicness Beyond the State 


In an earlier chapter we considered how, with the formation of the 
modern State, the term ‘public’ carne increasingly to refer to state- 
related activity, while ‘prívate’ referred to the aireas of economic 
activity and personal relations which feli outside of dircct State 
control. This sense of the public -prívate dichotomy has had a 
profound impact on the ways in which public life and politics have 
. been understood. It has become customary to think of public life 
and politics as co-cxtcnsive with the activitics of the State and - in 
western democratic regimes, at any rate - with the regularizcd 
competition for control of the State by political parties operating 
within the established rules of the game. 

But the tendeney to identify public life with state-related activ- 
ity has not gonc unchallcngcd. If we go back to the beginnings of 
modem societics, we can rctrace the development of social and 
¡ po ! uca activitics which contributed to the formation of a vibrant 
í political culture bcyond the sphere of the State. These ranged 
trom the salons, cofTee houses and ‘table societies’ of bourgeois 
social life to a variety of popular and working-class organizations. 

. loreover, as Habcrmas among others has shown, the develop- 
ment of communication media based on print played an impor- 
tan: role in the emergence of these forms of public life and in the 
arnculation of a kind of ‘public opinión’ which was distinct from, l 
¡gd potentially critical of, the official doctrines of the State. 
i It is in this context that we can appreciate the significance of the 
llassical liberal defence of the freedom of the press. Writing in the 
Jariy nmeteenth century, at a time when the newspaper industiy 
ttt Bntain was campaigning against the stamp duties, the early 
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liberal thinkers such as Jercmy Bentham, James Mili and John 
Stuart Mili gave an cloquent defcnce of the freedom of the press 
and an insightful account of its role in the cultivation of public life 
beyond the State. 1 Thcy saw the ffee expression of opinión 
through the organs of an independent press as a principal means 
by which a diversity of viewpoints could be expressed, an cnlight- 
ened public opinión could be formed, and the abuses of State 
power by corrupt or tyrannical govemmcnts could be checked. A 
free and independent press would play the role of a critica! watch- 
dog; not only would it articúlate a diversity of opinions and 
thereby enrich the sphere of knowledge and debate, but it would 
also expose and criticize the activities of those who rule and the 
principies on which their decisions are based. 

As a set of arguments conccmed with the cultivation of public 
life independent of State power, there is still much to commend in 
the classical liberal defence of the freedom of the press. The 
liberty to express thoughts and opinions in public, however un- 
comfortable they may be for established authorities, is a vital 
feature of a modem democratic order - a feature which is by no 
means characteristic of all political regimes in the world toda: 
But, having said that, the world of the late twenticth century is 
very different from early nineteenth-century England, and i' 
would be misleading to suggest that the traditional liberal theor 
of the free press could be transposed to the conditions of the la 
twentieth century without substantial modification. Two develoi 
ments, which distance our world today from that of the can 
ninetecnth century, are particularly significant in this regard. 

One development is the growing concentration of rcsources i: 
the media industries, lcading to the formation of large-scalc com 
munication conglomerares with interests in a diversified array c 
media activities. As we have seen, the origins of this developmer 
can be traced back to the early nineteenth century, when ne 
methods of production and distribution greatly increased the pn 
ductive capacity of the newspaper industry and prepared the w 
for the transformation of news and other media organizations in 
large-scale commercial concems. The second development is>t 
intensification of processcs of globalization. Today the world 
much more interconnected than it was two hundred years ago 
the sphere of communication, the origins of the process 
globalization can be traced back to the mid-ninetecnth century. 
we saw in a previous chapter. With the development of subrr.ar 
cable networks and, more recently, the deployment of integra 
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satellite and cable systems capable of transmitting large quantities 

communicatio """1 1110 WOrld > ^ ^wth of tmnlnational 
communication conglomerares which conduct their commercial 

. a n C fomatión a and bal arena,and with an ex P«nding global trade in 
Information and communication produets, the globalization of 
communication has continued unabated. Dd,lzau <>n ot 

oftsue C s°Z, qUenC fr ° f * ese tWO derei °pmcnts, the configuration 
f íssues that confront us m the late twentieth century is quite 

Fo^rhe ' at , wblch faced liberal thinkers two centuries ago. 

Ld freeri y r S ’ * e mai " lhreat t0 indi ' idual liberty 

and freedom of expression was a threat that stemmed from the 

tate. the nghts of the individual had to be protectcd against the 

grantedkiaf ^ ^ 1¡beral ^kers took it for 

Snression -k r Cnterpnse was foundation of freedom of 
expression. TJc free expression of thoughts and opinions could be 

ach.eved, in their view, only ,n so far as the institutions 
nrivk h were independent of the State and situated in the 

knkuknf 31 " W 6 ^ C ° Uld Cany 0Ut act i vides with a 

K ° f c ° n 3mt: ” traditional 1¡ beral theory, a laissez-faire 
a , t ,° u economic actl «ty was the natural counterpart to 
thfñI' dUa , lbeity , ° f * ought and expression. 2 The early liberal 
stere f ° *r k 11 f0r gramed that thc natural framework of 
sovereignty and accountability for a modera democratic society 
was the temtonally bounded nation-state.’ The political leadere 
of a state were accountable to its citizens, and the State was 
!drisdiction. C sovere, S n aut hority within the territory of its 

•anKd^Whh^ assu f mpti0ns can no '«"Ser be taken for 
anted. With the transformation of media organizations into , 
rge-scale commercial organizations, the freedom of expression ! 
or i n n Creas ‘ ngly con fr°nted by a new threat, a threat stemming 
ot from die exccssive use of state power, but rather from the 
ndered growth of media organizations qua commercial con- 
ms. A laissez-faire approach to economic acdvity is not neces- 
Uy the best parantor of freedom of expression, since an 
gulated market may develop in a way that effectively reduces 
ersity and hmits the capacity of most individuáis to make their 
„nJ? eard ' r hlstory of the nowspaper industry' in Western 
£r, p r a f mí ^ le evidencc of «bis law of diminishing 
In , Bn í. al "> fpr ‘ns'ance, the growth in overall circulation 
nn the first half of the twentieth century was accompanied by 
ecline m thc number of newspapers published and an increas- 
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ing concentration of resources in the hands of large media con- 
glomerares. As overall circulation began to decline from the mid- 
1950s on, the competition between the remaining newspapers 
intensified, leading to the demise of titles that were unable to 
command a sufficiently large circulation, or a sufficient propor- 
tion of the advertising revenue, to cover their costs. 4 Left to itself, 
the market does not necessarily cultívate diversity and pluralism in 
the sphere of communicatíon. Like other domains of industry, the 
media industries are driven primarily by the logic of profitability 
and capital accumulation, and there is no necessary correlation 
between the logic of profitability and the cultivation of diversity. 


Just as traditional liberal theory underestimated the dangers 
that would stem from the dependence of media institutions on a 
highly competitive process of capital accumulation, so too the 
early liberal thinkers did not anticípate the extern to which the 
autonomy and sovereignty of particular nation-states would be 
limited by the development of transnational networks of power 
and by the activities and policies of institutions which opérate 
increasingly on a global scale. Particular nation-states were nevcr 
isolated entitíes; they were always part of an interconnected Sys- 
tem of nation-states, linked together in shifting alliances and 
dependent on accumulation processes that extended well beyond 
their territorial boundaries. But in the course of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, the degree of interconnectedness has 
increased significantly. This is true in the sphere of informa non; 
and communicatíon just as it is in other sectors of commodity 
productíon. In an age when global communicatíon conglomerates 
are key actors in the productíon and distribution of symbolic 
goods, a reflection on the conditions of the freedom of expresf 
sion cannot be restricted to the territorial framework of 
nation-state. % 

So how, in the late twentieth cenmry, can we creare the conda 
tions for a rcnewal of public life? How can we stimulate a kind of 
publicness which is ncither part of the State ñor wholly dependent 
on the autonomous processes of the market? We can best pursue 
this goal, in my view, by secking to implement what I have' 
described elsewhcre as the principie of regulated pluralism .’ What :s 
regulated pluralism? It is the establishment of an institutional 
framework which would both accommodate and secure the existís 
ence of a plurality of independent media organizations. It is §; 
principie which takes seriously the traditional liberal emphasis b|! 
the freedom of expression and on the importance of sustainingj 
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media institutions which are independent of State power. But it is 
a principie which also recognizes that the market left to itself will 
not necessarily secure the conditions of freedom of expression and 
promote diversity and pluralism in the sphere of communicatíon. 
To secure these conditions and promote these goals, it may be 
necessary to intervene in the market and to regúlate market pro- 
cesses in such a way that diversity and pluralism are not under- 
mined by the concentration of economic and symbolic power. 6 

The principie of regulated pluralism establishes certain broad 
parameters for the development of media institutions. On the one 
hand, the principie calis for a deconcentration of resources in the 
media industries: the trend towards the growing concentration of 
resources should be curtailed and the conditions should be cre- 
ated, so far as possible, for a flourishing of independent media 
¡organizations. This requires not only restrictive legislation - that 
is, legislation which limits mergers, takeovers and cross-ownership 
in the media industries — but also enabling legislation which is 
: concerned to create favourable conditions for the development of 
; media organizations that are not part of the large conglomerates. 
¡Legislative intervention in the media industries should therefore 
jb'e seen not simply as a means of curtailing the excessive power of 
: large conglomerates: it is also a means of facilitating the develop- 
m cnt of new centres of symbolic power which lie outside the 
spheres of the conglomerates and their ramified networks of pro- 
auction and exchange. On the other hand, while the principie of 
regulated pluralism calis for legislative intervention in the media 
industries, it also requires, so far as the routinc operation of media 
institutions is concemed, a clear separation of media institutions 
am the exercise of State power. As the early liberal thinkers 
gued, media institutions should be free to articúlate views which 
e critical of the policies and officials of the State, and any 
tempt to restrict this freedom - either through overt forms of 
nsorship or indirectly, through financial pressure, thrcats, ¡n- 
ntives or disincentives of various kinds ? - should be firmly 
esisted. 

: These twin aspeets of regulated pluralism - the deconcentration 
: of resources in the media industries, the separation of media 
gstitutions from the State - define a broad institutional spacc for 
?the development of media organizations, but they do not specify 
! in detail the forms of ownership and control which should prevail 
"" the media industries. This agnosticism with regard to forms of 
nership and control is intentional, for it seems to me both 
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impractical and undesirable to try to prescribe che most appropn- 
atc forras of orgarazation. It is impractical bccausc, m the actúa 
circumstances of the late twentieth century, a subsmndal propor ' 
tion of media producís are produced and distnbuted by large 
communication conglomerares. It is possible to regúlate the ac- 
tivities of thesc conglomerares, to limit their acquisitions and to 
seek to créate a symbolic environment m which the large co 
glomerates are not the only players. But to suppose that scholar y 
debates about ideal forras of ownership and control in the media 
industries will have a significara impact on the acuvities of - 
large conglomérales is, in all likelihood, a will-c i -the-wisp 
Therc are also good grounds for doubting the desirability 
trying to prescribe in detail the most appropnatc forras of orgam- 
zation for the media industnes. The main problem with any such 
attcmpt is that the form of ownership and control m the medí 
industries is not necessarily a reliable indicator of the contera and 
onentation of the material produced. In Bntain, for examp , 
some of the most critical and innovative televisión Pr°gy a >™“ 
have been produced by the pnvate sector (both by the 11 
companies and by independen! production compan.es comm*- 
sioned by Channcl Four), while the BBC has remaincd relanvely 
cautious in its programming. Similarly, in the sphere of publ.shi 
ing, some of the most innovative steps in recent ycars, sucha, 
publishing new work by women, have been taken by small, mde ; 
pendent publishing houses. The orgarazation of media rasura 
tions on a commcrcial basis does not necessarily lead to a dulani 
of criticism, a downgrading of quality and a hijacking o pu 

discourse for commercial ends. 8 I 

Henee, for the purposes of cultivatmg diversity and pluralism ■ 
the media, it seems sensible and desirable to allow for a vanety 
organizational forras. The principie of regulated pluralism dete 
a broad instimtional space which allows for this kind of 
But this space is not without limits. It is a space betwcen maj 
and State; or, more precisely, it is a space beyond *esmtej| 
is regulated with a view to cultivaung diversity and pluralis ,. 

There is another sense in which the instimtional space o 
media lies beyond the State: today the major actors in the mee 
industries are transnational corporations, and media p _ 
circuíate well beyond the boundaries of particular nan on JB 
The instimtional space of the media is increasingly trans 
in character, and any attempt to rethink problems oUzfM 
and diversity must therefore be situated at a levcl which ex|| 
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beyond the domcstic policies of individual stares. The traditional 
way of posing problems of media regulation - in terms of the 
relation bctwecn State and society, where ‘socicty’ is understood, 
explicitly or implicitly, as the society defined by the territorial 
boundaries of a given nation-state - is no longer satisfactory in a 
world where national boundaries are increasingly porous with 
regard to the flow of symbolic goods. Today it is no longer 
possible (if it ever was) to think of the intemational dimensión of 
communication as supplementary to a national policy for media 
regulation; on the contrary, the intemational dimensión must be 
placed at the centre of any reflection on what a coherent and 
viable national policy should be. 

There is, of course, a history of attempts to regúlate communi- 
cation media at an intemational lcvel, a history which we briefly 
nsidered in an earlier chapter. But most earlier attempts were 
cerned with a relatively narrow set of issues involving the 
catión of scarce resources, such as spectrum space for radio 
smission and orbital slots for satellites, or with the problems of 
ilating transborder communication flows. While these issues 
importara, there is a growing need to broaden the range Of 
es addrcssed by intemational bodies and to consider the ques- 
of how, at the intemational lcvel, the activities of trans- 
tional communication conglomerates can be regulated in a way 
at would cultivare diversity and pluralism. Today the creation of 
iluralistic public sphere in any particular society is increasingly 
pendent on the cultivation of diversity and pluralism at the 
emational level, for all socicties are increasingly affectcd by 
ws of information and communication over which any particu- 
: nation-state has only limited control. 


1 


Visibility Beyond the Lócale 


|ar I have been concerned with the question of rcinventing 
Sficness at the instimtional level, that is, at the level of crcating 
fuá msti tu tions which lie beyond the State and which contrib- 
¡to a diverse and pluralistic media culture. But there is another 
Se of publicness that we need to consider at this stage: not the 
|se of publicness that has to do with the relation between the 
|é and those aspeets of social life that are sepárate from it, but 
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rather the scnse that has to do with visibility versus invisibility. 
What might it mean, in the late twcntieth ccntury, to reinvent 
publicness in this sense? 

Our ways of thinking about social and political life have been 
shaped in a quite profound manner by a ccrtain model of 
publicness that stems from the ancient world, from the asscmblies 
and market squares of the classical Greek city-statcs. This is the 
traditional model of publicness as co-prcsence, the idea that pub- 
lic life consists in the coming together of individuáis in a common 
space, a shared lócale, to engage in debate about matters of 
general concern. It is a model which defines publicness in spatiai 
and dialogical terms. The very essence of public life, on this 
account, is the to-and-fro of argument betwcen individuáis who 
confront one another face-to-face. 

Today we must recognize that this traditional model of 
publicness no longer provides an adequate way of thinking about 
the nature of public life. The development of communicadon 
media - beginning with print, but including the more recent forms 
of electronic communicadon - has created new forms o: 
publicness which do not share the features of the tradirional 
model. These new forms of mediated publicness are not localized 
in space and time: thcy detach the visibility of actions and events 
from the sharing of a common lócale. The new forms of mediated 
publicness are also, for the most part, non-dialogical in character. 
The roles of producer and recipient are differentiated and 
the process of symbolic exchangc through the media acquires 
characteristics which distinguish it, in many cases, from dialogical 
interaction. 

How should we respond to this discrepancy between the tradi- 
tional way of thinking about public life, on the one hand, and the ¡ 
new forms of publicness created by the media, on the other? : 
Thcre are two kinds of responso which should, in my view, be 
avoided. One response is to hold on to the traditional model and ; 
to Champion it as the only legitimatc account of what public life ; 
should be. Now it may be that the traditional model remains j 
relevant in some respeets to the social and political conditions ot 
the late twentieth century. It may be that there are some contcxts 
of social and political life today - such as meetings and public r i 
gatherings of various kinds - which still bear some resemblance to 
the assemblies of the classical Greek city-states. But, for the most j 
part, this model of publicness is far removed from the practica! life 
contcxts of most individuáis today. If we Champion this model as ; 
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our ideal, then we shall be inclined to take a rather dim view of the 
¡f J° f pubhc life in tbe late twentieth century. And we shall be 
obliged to mterpret the ever-growing role of mediated communi- 
catión as a slope of steady decline. 

A second possible response - equally unsatisfactory, in my view 
:• is to suppose that mediated communication could be under- 
stood simply as an extensión of the traditional model. Thus it 
| might be supposed that the kind of mediated communication 
which takes place on radio and televisión, in books and news- 
papers, etc., is merely a conversation writ large, and that it differs 
t ord “ a fy conversation in face-to-face situations only in terms 
i 1 íf lts scale: medla ted communication is a conversation that em- 
I braces thousands and potentially millions of people, not iust two 
| or three. But this image of mediated communication as a conver- 
1 satl ° n wnt lar § e is > for the most part, an ¡Ilusión. Of course, there 
are íorms of medlated communication, such as telephone com- 
mumeanon, which are conversational in character. But the forms 
oí communication involving radio, televisión, etc., are not conver- 
i. sauonal in this sense, because most listeners and vicwers are not 
; participan ts in a dialogue but rather recipients of messages which 
are produccd and transmitted independenüy of their actual or 
; potential response. 9 

i There is a third - and, in my view, a more promising - way of 
; responding to the discrepancy highlighted above: we can put aside 
; the traditional model, with its emphasis on dialogical communica- 

ü, m , a r S Í ared l0Cale ’ and 07 to free our wa Y of thinking about 
i public life from the grip of the traditional approach. We can focus \ 
; our anention on the kind of publicness created by the media and 
i. seek to analyse its characteristics - its strengths and its limitations, 
i tne opportumties opened up by it and risks associated with it. We 
i can try to refashion our way of thinking about public life at the 
¡game time as we reflect on the new kind of publicness created by 
ffhe media. 3 

So how should we think about the nature of mediated 
■publicness. Let us focus our attention on the kind of publicness 
Igeated by pnnted materials like books and newspapers, and bv 
¡electronic media hke radio and televisión, filíese media creare a 
new kind of publicness which consists of what we may describe as 
^the space of the visible : it is the non-localized, non-dialogical, open- 
fnded space of the visible in which mediated symbolic forms can 
|be expressed and received by a plurality of non-present others. 

. Some aspeets of this space deserve further comment. 
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Mediated publicness is a non-localized space in the sense that it 
is not tied down to particular spatial-temporal locales. It is a 
‘spacc’ in the sense that it is an opening, a sphere of possibilitics 
in which mediated symbolic forms can appear; but it is not a 
‘place’, that is, a particular lócale in which individuáis act and 
internet. Just as the development of communication media ena- 
bles symbolic forms to be circulated beyond the contexts «f their 
production, so too it detaches the phenomenon of publicness 
from the sharing of a common lócale: the sphere of mediated 
publicness is extended in rime and space, and is potcntially global 
in scope. 

Mediated publicness is non-dialogical in the sense that the pro- 
ducen; and the rccipients of mediated symbolic forms are gener- 
ally not engaged in a dialogue with onc another. Producers 
generally produce media messages for an indefinite range of po- 
tential recipients, and recipients generally receive these messages 
under conditions which do not enable them to respond, in am 
direct and discursive manner, to the producers. The roles of 
producer and recipient are differentiated, and the relation^be- 
tween them is asymmetrical. ‘But,’ it might be said, ‘what of the 
talk shows on radio and TV, the phone-in programmes whe: 
listeners and viewers are invited to put questions to members of 
panel, and so on: don’t these examples show that mediated 
publicness can be dialogical in character?’ No, they don’t. A tal 
show is a hybrid form of interaction where the individuáis ir 
volved in producing the show are engaged in face-to-face intera 
tion in a studio (or, in some cases, mediated interaction w ith.i|j 
small number of individuáis who have written or phoned m)¿ 
while the vast majority of individuáis who watch or listen to tht| 
talk show are engaged only in a form of mediated quasi-interac-^ 
tion. The individuáis who watch or listen to a talk show are, o| 
course, watching or listening to a dialogue, but they are no% 
participating in a dialogue as an interlocutor. And, apart from fe 
small number of self-selected individuáis who avail themselves gf 
another communication médium (the letter or the telephone) in 
order to put a question to a panel or to offer their opinions or 
some matter, most individuáis are unlikely to particípate in atg| 
role other than that of recipient. | 

Mediated publicness is an open-ended space in the sense that : 
is a Creative and uncontrollable space, a space where new sym 
bolic forms can be expressed, where new words and images g| 
suddenly appear, where information previously hidden from vi|( 
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can be made available, and where the consequences of becoming 
visible cannot be fiilly anticipated and controlled. Mediated 
publicness is open-ended in the sense that the contents of medi- 
ated materials cannot be entirely delimited in advance - although 
the degree to which these contents are delimited will depend on 
the orgamzation of media institutions and their relation to forms 
ot economic and political power. And when symbolic materials 
become available m the media, their consequences are indetermi- 
nate A few sentences that initially appear on the back page of a 
í ! ocaI new spaper can be picked up by the national press and tumed 
into a major story; an image captured by an amateur photographer 
1 Gan .j P lcked U P by televisión networks and relayed around the 
world; and the consequences of these and similar processes can- 
not be determined in advance. 

" If we bear in mind these features of mediated publicness, we 
- can appreciate the significance that stmggles for visibüüy have come 
to assume in the social and political life of late twentíeth-centurv 
, societies. In earlier forms of society, where visibility depended on 
Wie shanng of a common lócale, there was no public arena that 
|fflttended beyond the localized spheres of face-to-face interaction- 
if individuáis wanted to express their grievances or concems, they 
; had todo so (either in person or through intermediaries) face-to- 
ace. There was no way of gaining recognition of their concems, 
i, no way of making themselves heard, other than by expressing their 
j- concems, in words or in actions, to others with whom thev inter- 
acted m contexts of co-presence. Stmgglcs were, for the most 
t part, localized stmggles, and issucs became known to outsiders 

Iñiouth ^ WCre rdayed “ 1116111 by mcsscn S ers or by word of 

Today the situation is quite different. Since the development of 
(.pnnt and especially the electronic media, stmggles for recognition 
K '"“easingly become constituted as stmggles for visibility 
thin the non-locahzed space of mediated publicness. The strug- 
|gle to make oneself heard or seen (and to prevent others from 
|omg so) is not a peripheral aspect of the social and political 
gpheavals of the modem world; on the contrary, it is central to 
mem. The development of social movements, such as the wom- 

§E m ° Vemcn , t and thc civil ri S hts movement, provide ampie 
fenmony to thc fact that the claims of hitherto subordínate or 
ffiargíMlized groups are advanced through stmgglcs for visibility 
S f medla - The development of such movements also attests to 
gS. tact that, by achieving some degree of visibility in the medi 
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the claims and concems of particular individuáis can gain some 
recognition from others, and henee can serve as a rallying cry for 
individuáis who do not share the same spatial-temporal context, 
This account of mediated publicness also enables us to under- 
stand why the achievement of visibility can set in motion a chato 
of events which unfold in unpredictable and uncontrollable ways. 
Media images and messages can tap into deep divisions and 
feelings of injustice that are experienced by individuáis in the 
course of their day-to-day lives. The media can politicize the every-i 
day by making it visible and observable in ways that previously 
were not possible, thereby tuming everyday events into a catalyst 
for action that spills well beyond the immediate locales in whi 
these events occurred. This is vividly illustrated by the even 
surrounding the trial of the pólice officers accused of assauh 
Rodney King, the black motorist who, while driving at night to 
Los Angeles in 1 99 1 , was stopped by pólice, dragged from his car, 
and kicked, beaten with batons and shot with a stun gun as he la| 
on the ground. The events were captured on video by an amat 
photographer who happened to be nearby. The videotape wá 
used as evidence in the subsequent trial of the officers, but it wá 
also repeatedly shown on televisión (and llames were reprinted i 
newspapers and magazines) throughout the United States and 
indeed, throughout the world. When the pólice officers w¡ 
eventually acquitted by the jury in spring 1992, the anno 
ment of the verdict was followed by violent rioting in Los ' 
and in other American cities. The amateur videotape had tou 
a raw nerve. It had captured a distressing but nevertheless 
gether ordinary event, lifted it out of its spatial-temporal se 
and tumed it into a visible, repeatable and seemingly incon 
vertible testimony to a kind of brutality that was felt by 
individuáis in the black community to be a routine part of thS 
day-to-day lives. The anger felt by many on hearing the verdijg 
was rooted not simply in the feeling that justice had not been donf 
in this case: the announcement of the verdict would not ha; 
unleashed such dramatic events if it had not tapped into a muo 
broader sense of injustice conceming the position of blackssijj 
American society and the differential treatment of ethnic grou| 
by the pólice and judicial systems. The videotape of the beattogf 
Rodney King did not by itself give rise to the riots in LA 4 ' 
elsewhere. But it tumed the everyday experience of one individuj 
into a visible testimony to the experience of many; and this, w!§ 
juxtaposed to a verdict that seemed palpably unfair, served | 
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.spark off an uncontrollable sequence of events which spread well 
«beyond the inner-city región of LA. 

This example also illustrates that, in an era of mediated 
«publicness, questions of justice - and, more generally, questions 
,or politics - cannot be éasily contained within particular institu- 
shons and locales. However hard the Los Angeles authorities may 
«ave tried to keep the Rodney King affair within the boundaries of 
jjhe judicial System, the videotape endowed the affair with a degree 
of visibility which propelled events out of their control. The affair 
gaised questions of justice and injustice which were of interest not 
jpy t0 residen» of the local community: they became issues of 
national and even intemational concern. And the way in which 
■ese questions were dealt with by the cstablished judicial system 
was subjected to extensive criticism by individuáis who were nei- 
ther participants in the judicial process ñor witncsses of the origi- 
nal events, but who formed their own opinión on the basis of an 
amateur videotape. In this respect, the development of mediated 
publicness has contributcd to a more general transformation in 
¡the nature of power and politics in modern societies. Let us 
ponsider this transformation in more detail. 


Tozvards a Renewal of Democmtic Politics 


emocracy has become the one idea, and seemingly the only 
ea, which is capable of underwriting the legitímate exercise of 
ilmcal power in the late twentieth century. The story of the 
markable triumph of this idea - from its parochial origins in 
¡th-century Athens to its wcll-nigh universal appcal todav - has 
¡peen retold many times."’ It is a story that is all the more remark- 
gble for the fact that, for most of its 2,500-year history, the idea of 
gpnocracy was regarded by most commentators as a pretty dis- 
asteful recipe for the administration of human affairs. It is only 
¡pee roughly the late eighteenth ccntury that the democratic ideal 
ws been taken up once again and seriously advanced as a princi- 
If for the organization of política! power. But in this context - 
at is, in the context of the emergence of modern societies - the 
ea of democracy was adapted in ways that distanced it quite 
tómficantly from the prácticos of the ancient Athenians. For 
|ny early modern political thinkers, democracy was conceived 
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of primarily as a way of organizing political power within the 
framework of the emerging nation-state. It was not a system 
aimed at ensuring the máximum degree of Citizen self-rule, but 
rather a mechanism intended to secure some degree of account- 
ability of rulers to those over whom they ruled. Given the sheer 
scale of modem nation-states and the vastness of the populations 
circumscribed by them, it was in any case difficult to see how 
democracy could be practically implemented in the modem world 
in anything other than a representative form. Moreover, the devel- 
opment of institutions of representative democracy in the emerg- 
ing nation-states went hand in hand with the development of a 
market economy and of autonomous economic institutions organ- 
ized on a capitalist basis. While the connection between repre- 
sentative democracy and the capitalist economy may have been a 
historical contingency, today it has become increasingly difficult 
to envisage how a democratic regime could opérate effectively and 
durably without some degree of autonomous and market-oriented 
development in the economy. 

The apparent triumph of democracy in the modem world ís 
thus a victory in which, since the struggle began some two and a 
half millennia ago, both the batdefield and the adversaries have 
changed almost beyond recognition. While the classical Greek 
ideal of autonomous citizens ruling themselves continúes to pro- 
vide a source of inspiration for the political imagination today, the 
actual form in which democracy has triumphed in the modem; 
world is a faint reflection of that ideal: it is, by and large, the fo. 
of representative democracy, institutionalized primarily at the 
level of the nation-state and coupled with a relatively autonomous 
market economy over which it has assumed some degree of reguj 
latory control . 11 While certainly not a Pyrrhic victory, the triumph: 
of democracy in this sense has been achieved only at a certaiffi 
cost. The development of representative democracy has, to somÉj 
extern, created new problems which threaten to undermíne the: 
very legitimacy that the idea of democracy seemed to bestow. Let 
us briefly consider four of these problems. 

First, the development of representative democracy has been; 
accompanied by significant and growing levels of cynicism and' 
disillusionment on the part of ordinary individuáis towards tS 
established political institutions. This is reflected in opinión poli® 
in fluctuating (and, in some cases, very low) rates of voter tur»; 
out, and in declining support for the major political pames. This 
trend is neither new ñor particularly surprising. Its soaal anc| 
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political conditions were analysed many decades ago by Max 
Weber among others . 12 With the professionalization of politics 
and the bureaucratization of political parties, active participation 
in the political process has become increasingly restricted to full- 
time officials who have tumed politics into a career. For the 
vast majority of individuáis, participation in this process amounts 
to little more than a choice exercised every four or five years 
between candidates who appear increasingly indistinguishable 
in terms of their overall policies and increasingly ineffective 
in terms of their capacity to alter the course of events. Since 
political parties depend on electoral support to win power, they 
constantly seek to distinguish themselves from other parties 
through the reiteration of distinctive slogans, the denunciation 
of their . rivals, etc. But for many individuáis, these activities 
appear like the all-too-predictable moves in a game with which 
they have little sympathy or empathy, and towards which they 
express their lack of sympathy by declining the occasional invita- 
ción to play. 

A second problem stems from the coexistence of representative 
democracy with a complex array of market-generated inequalities. 
Historically the institutions of representative democracy have de- 
veloped in a cióse and reciprocal relation with the wealth-generat- 
mg organizations of a privatized market economy. As Marx and 
others emphasized, these economic organizations generated not 
¡>nly wealth but also massive inequalities in terms of the distribu- 
tion of resources and life chances. But the various experiments 
yhich have been undemken in the course of the twentieth cen- 
WT to elimínate these inequalities through the partial or total 
tbolition of the privatized market economy - whether in the form 
)f the large-scale programmes of nationalization undertaken in 
¡orne Western countries, or in the form of the centralized com- 
nand economy attempted in the former Soviet Union and else- 
yhere - have proven to be equivocal successes at best, dismal 
'ailures at worst. Less radical attempts to intervene in the 
!Í:onomy through fiscal policy, regulatory bodies and welfare in- 
titutions have succeeded to some extern in reducing the inequali- 
lés generated by the market, btit they have by no means 
uminated them. Given the sheer scale and complexity of the 
¡g-oblems involved in managing a modem economy, and the un- 
scertainty about the extern to which the reduction of inequalities 
j§rr be reconciled with the maintenance of dynamic economic 
fgiíivity, it seems doubtful whether representative democratic 




252 The Reinvention of Publicness 

regimes could succeed in eliminating market-generated inequali- 
ties. These regimes are dependent on market economies which 
they can regúlate but never completely control; and henee thcy are 
always vulnerable to the criticism that, while formally enfranchis- 
ing all citizcns by providing them with the right to vote, they have 
nevertheless acquiesccd in the process by which individuáis are 
uncqually empowercd, in terms of their economic resourccs and 
lifc chances, through the relatively autonomous operations of the 
market. 

The third problem is that, by translating democratic practices 
into a set of rules which define the conditions under which politi- 
cal parties can compete for and cxercisc power, representative 
democracy effectively limits the scope of these practices. As par- 
ties are engaged first and foremost in struggles with one another, 
competing for electoral support within a polirical field deftned by 
the rules of the democratic game, they can easily lose touch with 
the concems of ordinary individuáis and they may be slow 
respond to the changes that are affecting their lives. Moreover 
democratic practices are restricted to the spherc ot institutional- 
ized politics, then there are many spheres of social life - from t 
workplace to the home, from the relations of authority betwe 
cmployers and cmployees to the relations of inümacy betwe 
friends - which are effectively exeluded from the opcration 
democratic dccision-making procedures. 

It is significant that some of the most serious challenges 
representative democracy in recent years have bcen dire< 
against this historically effective restriction of democratic p 
tices to the sphere of institutionalized politics. These challei 
are directcd against, not the idea of democracy as such, but ra 
the near-exclusive embodiment of democratic principies in 
parliamcntary institutions of the modern State. The rise 
extraparliamentary social movements and pressurc groups - 
cluding the civil rights movement, the women’s movement a 
environmental groups - is an indication of the fací that ma 
individuáis feel that the established political institutions ha 
not addrcssed with a sufñcient degrcc of urgeney some of th 
issues which concern them most. By organizing themselves ii 
extraparliamentary movements and groups, these individuáis hay 
placed new issues on the political agenda and opened up arcas 
social life - hitherto largely neglccted by the established partie 
to critical scrutiny. They have also set in motion processes 
dcmocratization beyond the sphere of institutionalized politic 
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for example, at the level of relations betwecn the sexes 13 - whose 
consequences have yet to be fully played out. 

A fourth problem stems from the fact that representative de- 
mocracy has been institutionalized primarily at the level of the 
nation-statc, and the theorists of representative democracy have 
generally taken it for granted that the territorially bounded nation- 
state was the most appropriate framework for the operation of 
democratic rule. But the globalizing tendencies of modern social 
life have rendered this territorial delimitation increasingly prob- 
lematic. 11 Particular nation-states are increasingly cmbcddcd in 
networks of power (economic, political, coercivc and symbolic) 
which extend well beyond their boundaries and which limit, to an 
extern which varíes greatly from one country to another, the room 
to manoeuvre of democratically elected national governmcnts. 
Moreover, there are a range of issues - conceming, for instance, 
the activities of transnational corporations, problems of pollution 
and environmental degradation, the resolution of armed conflict 
and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction - which 
cannot be satisfactorily addressed within the political framework 
i of the nation-state. 

It seems clear that the problems confronting the institutions of 
í representative democracy today are enormous; once the self-con- 
gratulatory rhetoric of dcmocracy’s most vociferous champions 
: has faded away, the grounds for celebration appear to be rather 
i thin. What is much less clear is what, if anything, can be done to 
rectify the situation. Is there a feasiblc way to bridge the gulf 
between electora and their representatives? To stem the tide of 
cynicism and disillusionment? To create a more active and partici- 
patory form of democratic govemment? 

It is undoubtedly tempting to respond to such questions by 
tuming back to the classical model of the polis for inspiration and 
¡y tr ymg to imagine a new world in which the issues that affccted 
■peoplc’s lives would be actively discussed by them, in which 
ahyonc concemed about an issue would have the right to express 
;their opinión on it, and in which decisions would be based on the 
consent (perhaps even the consensus) of those involved. From a 
moral point of view, there is much to be said in favour of this 
r model of direct, participatory democracy. It rccognizcs all indi- 
í . yiduals as equal and autonomous agents who bear responsibility 
l tor their own fatc. It emphasizes the importance of dialogue and 
| argument, rather than violence and forcé, as the means of resolv- 
| mg differences. It reduces the risks of particular individuáis or 
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groups pursuing their interests at the expense of others and with- 
out taking the views of others into account. And it endows indi- 
viduáis with the status of agents who actively shapc their lives and 
history, rather than regarding them merely as bodies that are 
swept along by the tide. 

While the model of direct, participatory dcmocracy has consid- 
erable moral appeal, it is hardly compelling as a practical response 
to the dilemmas of dcmocratic politics in the modern age. Fot 
model presupposes certain social and symbolic conditions which 
are rarely met by the circumstances under which most decisi 
making processes take place today. 15 It presupposes, first, a sha 
spatial-tcmporal lócale in which individuáis can come together 
discuss issues of common concern. Second, it presupposes a 
certain equality of status among the participants. Third, it presup- 
poses a process of dialogue through which individuáis are able to 
express their views, quesnon the views of others, engage in argu- 
ment and debate, and thercby arrive at a discursively formed 
judgement. In short, the model presupposes a process ol 
dialogical communication among individuáis of more or less equaj 
status who come together to form, through argument and debate 
a collective will. 

Now there may well be circumstances where this model 
dircct, participatory democracy could be applied with some d 
gree of effcctiveness today - in relatively small-scale local comm 
nities and associations, for examplc. But at the levéis at whic 
many of the most ¡mportant decisions are taken today (and 
levels at which, given the growing interconnectcdness of the mo 
em world, more decisions will have to be taken in the future), t 
model of direct, participatory democracy is a forlom hopc. It i 
no practical purchase on the problems raised by the necd to ir.a 
decisions which will affcct the lives of countless individuáis » 
are widely dispersed in time and space. The difficulty is not simp 
onc of implemcntation, as if the model itself were fine but 
process of putting it into practice had cncountered certain o 
tacles. The difficulty is more fundamental: the model is based 
certain conditions which, given the scale and complexitv of mt 
em societies and the growing interconnectedncss of the mod 
world, are increasingly remóte ffom the actual circumstances 
which many decisions have to be taken today. 

If the model of direct, participatory democracy is of Hnjl 
valué, what altcrnatives are there? Are there practical and effecti 
ways of reinvigorating the democratic ideal today, without ei'Ji 
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time being, until a point is rcached (if ever it is) when a majority 
is persuadcd oAerwise. 18 

If thc idea of delibcrative democracy enables us to preserve and 
elabórate some of the key ideas handed down by the tradition of 
democratic thought, it also enables us to avoid some potcntial 
pitfalls. In thc first place, it is important to stress that a deliberative 
conccption of democracy is not nccessarily a dialogical conception. 
The formation of reasoned judgements does not require individu- 
áis to particípate in dialogue with others. 19 Thete are no good 
grounds for assuming that the process of reading a book or watch- 
ing a televisión programme is, by itself, less conducive to delibera- 
don than engaging in a face-to-face conversation with others. On 
the contrary, by providing individuáis with forms of knowledge 
and information to which they would not otherwise have access, 
mediated quasi-interaction can stimulate dcliberation just as 
much as, if not more than, face-to-face interacrion in a shared 
lócale. This is not to say that all forms of mediated communica- 
tion will, in practico, stimulate deliberation - doubtless that would 
be untrue. But it is to say that we should ffee ourselves from 
idea that the process of dcliberation, and of the formation oí, 
reasoned judgement, bears a privileged relation to the dialogical 
form of symbolic exchangc. 

By separating the idea of deliberative democracy from dialogical 
communication and from face-to-face interaction in a shared ló- 
cale, we can also see why the idea of deliberative democracy 
distinct from - and, indeed, bears no necessarv connection to 
the model of direct, participatory democracy. To engage in a 
process of deliberation does not require individuáis to gal 
together in a shared lócale to express their views and to listen 
the opinions of others; it does not presuppose that Citizen assei 
blies, or some other type of gathering, is the only legitímate (i 
the most appropriate) forum for deliberation. On the contrary, 
may well be that in some contexts and in some respeets citi 
asscmblies obstruct rather than facilítate the process of reasom 
lcvel-headed dcliberation. Rather than encouraging the carel 
weighing-up of alternativos, assemblies may arouse thc passii 
and induce individuáis to take decisions on the basis of considci 
tions which have little to do with reasoned judgement. 20 So 
idea of deliberative democracy is not vulnerable to the criticii 
that can be levelled at the model of direct, participatory demi 
racy. Advocating the process of dcliberation does not co: 
oncself to the view that forms of direct, participatory democra 
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find its most appropriate expression in some kind of electromc 
townhalkoHn other somewhat fanciful forms of ‘tele-democra y 
which have become staple features in the wntings of fawrolo- 
gists. 21 Rather, the vigorous apphcation * e P™“P le n ^ w 
lated pluralism, coupled with the development ot new 
mechanisms which would enable the reasoned judgements of 
ordinary individuáis to be incorporated reflextvely into deas.ra- 
making processes at various levels of social and política Ufe 
would go some way towards a renewal of dernocratic polines It 
would help to disperse power outwards and downwards, maog 
múltiple centres of power and diversified networks of com 
Zmcltionand infonLtion flow. It would help » "dma^ 
individuáis into processes of deliberation and thereby deepen their 
dernocratic stake in social and political Ufe, while at the same time 
recognizing that, in the complex and interconnected world of the 
late'twentieth century, different levels of decision-making mvolv- 
ínff reoresentative bodies are indispensable. 

!t would be ingenuous to suppose that diese proposak for a 
deliberative democracy would succeed in overcommg, or even 
ameliorating to a significant degree, the problems confronted by 
dernocratic politics fn the modem age. These problems are rooted 
fn fundamental features of social organization and long- temí 

processes of social change, and they do notada® < ^^me- 
tino But thev may help to steer us away from the lureot mame 
“acy which Se model of direct, participatory democrac 
continúes to exercise on the modem political tmagmauonj^ 
they may help us to envisage a form of democranc hfe wh^ 
recoanizes all individuáis to be autonomous and respons 
agents capable of forming reasoned judgements, 

Z L to be, or supposing that they reahsncally could be 

partners in a dialogue. ¿ 
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Tomarás an Ethics of Global Responsibility 


Is there a normative or ethical dimensión to the new kind 
hlicncss cr eated by the media? ITns question may 
strangebí old-fashioned to some. For it has become customa 
some circles of social and cultural theory to regard ethica j 
únn a nrcoccupation of the past, as a residual expression 
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legislating reason that sought - fruidessly and, in some cases, with 
disastrous consequences - to derive universally binding principies 
of human conduct. The collapse of the universalist project has left 
the nature and scope of ethical inquiry surrounded in a haze of 
uncertainty. Some have argued that moral-practical questions can 
be properly raised and answered only in situ, as part of a process 
through which the members of a community renew the bonds that 
n e a™ together. Others have suggested that, rather than trying 
to pare down the aims of ethical inquiry by acknowiedging its 
situated, historical character, it would be better to put it aside 
altogether: ethical precepts, however encompassing in scope, 
could only serve to encumber the self and restrict its Creative self- 
tormation. Ethics should give way to an aesthetics of the self, to a 
conception of the self as a work of art that is freely and continu- 
ously re-created over time. 

While the question of whether mediated publicness has a nor- 
mative or ethical dimensión may seem old-fashioned to some, to 
others it may seem oddly out of place. For the media are one 
domain, it may seem, from which serious ethical concems were 
bamshed long ago. With the growing commercialization of media 
institutions, the moral and political ideáis held by some of the 
parly media entrepreneurs were increasingly displaced by criteria 
oí elticiency and profitability. Media producís themselves - or so 
ijheurgument goes - became increasingly standardized and stereo- 
tvpical; they trivialized and sensationalized, they concemed them- 
glves with fleeting events, aná they relinquished any capacity they 
once may have had to transcend the banalities ofdaily life. And 
[ e reception of media produets has become just another form of 
consumption, a source of excitcmcnt, entertainment and pleasure 
Ut course, the reception of media produets may have certain 
flisunctive characteristics (require cenain skills to decode. give 
• to certain kinds of gratification, etc.); but in terms of its 
leal significance, it may seem little different from the consump- 
of refrigerators or potatoes or any other commodity. The rise 
--e media, or so it seems, was not good news for ethics. 
art of the enduring appeal of Habermas’s original account of 
transformation of the public spherc is that it offers a sharp 
ical perspectivc on what one might describe as the ethical 
owing-out of public life. The emergence of the bourgeois 
>lic sphere in cighteenth-century Europe was not just an insti- 
pnal development: it also had a moral-practical dimensión, 
.bourgeois public sphere was a realization - albeit very partial 
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- of what Habermas sometimos refere to as ‘the critical principie 
of publicity’ (or of ‘publicness’ - Óffentlichkeit). This ís an idea 
which Habermas traced back to Kant’s writings on cnlighten- 
ment; 22 it is the idea that the personal opinions of prívate individu- 
áis could evolve into a public opinión through a process of 
rational-critical debate which was open to all and free fforn dorm- 
nation. Habermas maintained that despite the decline of the bour- 
geois public sphere, which provided a partial and imperfect 
realization of this idea, the critical principie of publicity retains its 
valué as a normative ideal, a kind of critical yardstick by means of 
which the shortcomings of existing institutions can be assessed 
and the ouüines of altemative forms of social organization can be 
sketchcd. 

The normative issues that Habermas was addressmg ín o truc- 
tura l Transformation have continued to prcoccupy him over the 
years, but the way in which he addresses these issues has changed 
in certain respeets. Habermas becamc increasingly convinced that 
his earlier approach - in which normative issues wcre addresscd 
largely through an immanent critique of a historically emerging set 
of ideas - was unsatisfactory. It did not provide a sufficientiy 
compeliing account of why the principies once expressed in the 
bourgeois public sphere should continué to have any hoid on us 
today. Habermas therefore moved away from the kind of imma- 
nent critique developed in Structural Transformation and tried te 
show -- cventuallv by means of his theory of communicative action 
and his notion of discoursc ethics - that the normative problems 
confronting a critical theory of society could be handlcd in terms 
of a conception of rationality which has a certain binding and : 
unavoidable charactcr. 23 

Habermas’s reworking of the normative dimensión of the public j 
sphere in terms of his theory of communicative action has not ' 
gone unchallenged. There is an extensive critical literature dealing 
with Habermas’s conception of discourse ethics and his analysis of 
moral-practical issues. 2 ' Many commentators have cast doubt on 
what they see as an attempt to resurrect, in a somewhat moc 
form, the Kantian principie of universalizability - an attempa 
which is unlikely, in their view, to be any more successful than the ^ 
many attempts which have gone before. Other commenti 
while more sympathetic to Habermas’s overall project, J 
doubted whether, in view of the plurality of evaluative and ínter- : 
pretative standpoints characteristic of modern societies, it makesy. 
sense to try to construct a moral and political theory on the basis j 
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of a notion of rational conscnsus. For Habermas’s . 

IeSt,™am° U ónlv e if 3lÍd ^ T ° r a " instlmti °n would be 

discussed by” veryomfa^Tected'by^t 'under condítions^frec *from 

poht,cai™uerofour e t,me SUtCeSS * 1,16 ™ raI and 

Apare from these objections, which have been well aired in rhe 

= ríiíxrcrS 

* u° f 1110 bourgeois Public sphere which emerged in the 

sawií&to-íss 

qua parttcipants in a facc-to-face conversation The problem 
howcver, is that this conception bears little reladon to theTnds of 
actton and communication which have become increaringlv enm 
mon m the d world. Today actions cm affect individué 

created e foms nf PerSCd •" SPaCC 3nd time; and 1116 media have 

tscoursc is essentially an extensión (albeit a highlv elabórate onel 
.t s diffi ,'° nal C °, nCePt,0n of P-hhcness as co-pre „c He nc 

>! IS difficult to relate this model to the kinds of action 

by I X U med a a° n wiA d h° T dÍSdnCtÍve «M* ° f Publicness created 
y tne media - wtth which we are so familiar today 

Vicwed from this perspective, we can see through some of the 

zy unreahty that surrounds Habermas’s work. In principie it 

a no^T P h U k bIe t0 , suggest thar an action would becerrea or 

had the ° U d bC ,USt * f 3nd ° nly if cver y°ne affected by it, having 
|ad the opportuntty to discuss it together under condittons fre! 
om dormnation, were willingly to assent to it. But what could 

f¡™° SS ff y “if 3 ” m practice in a world where many actions and 
jfc? affect thousands or even mfflions of individuáis ZZ are 

í" dcly dlspers f d “ (and perhaps also in time^Tctions 
ozone? t0 ** destruc tion Of the rain forests or the depletion of the 
febe a y d er ^,r mple ’ arelfely *» affect populations aero.* 

WT and could senously tmpair the life conditions of 
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generations. What could it mean in pracrice to suggest that thc 
correcmess or otherwise of such actions would be determined by 
the outcome of a debate in which everyone affected by them 
would have the opportunity to pardcipate as free and equal con- 
versational partners? Such a debate is simply not feasible, and any 
attempt to stage a debate on this scale would be linle more than 
pretence. Millions would be reduccd to silcnce while others spoke 
in their ñame, and the concems of futuro generations would find 
no place on the agenda of thc living. 

Examples of this kind highlight the fact that ways of thinking 
about moral-practical issues have not kept pace with the develop- 
mcnts that have transformed (and continué to transform) our 
world. As Hans Joñas has shown, our ways of thinking are rooted 
in a traditional conception of ethics which was fundamentally 
anthropoccntric in orientation and which was narrowly circum- 
scribed in spatial and temporal terms . 25 Matters of ethical signifi- 
cance, according to this traditional conception, were essentially 
interhuman in character: they had to do with thc relations be- 
twcen human beings (or with an individuaos relation to himself or 
hcrself). The ways in which human beings dealt with the non- 
human world of nature was, to all intents and purposes, ethically 
neutral. Moreover, the spatial and temporal scope of ethical re- 
flection was rclatively limited. Ethics was geared to forms of action 
whose effective range was small, and to forms of interaction which 
were essentially face-to-face. The ethical universo was composed 
of contemporaries, of individuáis situated in the here and now, 
and ethical reficction was a morality of proximity. 

Today we can no longer think about moral-practical issues in 
this way. Today, thanks to the devclopment of technologies and 
thc massive concentration- of resources, actions can have conse- 
qucnces that stretch far beyond thc immediate lócale. The ethical 
universo can no longer be thought of as a world of co-present 
contemporaries. The conditions of neamess and contcmporaneity 
no longer hold, and the ethical universo must be enlarged to 
comprise distant others who, while remóte in spacc and time, may 
nevertheless be part of an interconnected sequcnce of actions and 
their consequences. Moreover, as wc have bccome increasingly 
awarc of the devastating impact of human action on the environ- 
ment, it has become incrcasingly doubtful whether the non-hu- 
man world of nature can be treated simply as the ethically neutral 
backdrop to human action and interaction. Wc seem to bear some 
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responsibility for the world of thc non-human, even though the 


inhabitants of this world (as well as the succeeding generations of 
human beings who will inherit thc world) are in no position to 
press their claims upon us. 

We must seek to develop a way of thinking about moral-practi- 
cal issues which does justice to the new and historically unpre- 
cedented circumstances under which these issues arise today. It is 
a way of thinking that must be based on a recognition of thc 
interconnectedness of the modem world and the fact that spatial 
and temporal proximity has ccased to be relevant as a measure of 
ethical significance. It is a way of thinking that must be based, at 
least in part, on a sense of responsibility for others - not just the 
formal sense of responsibility, according to which a responsible 
individual is one who is accountable for his or her own actions, 
but a stronger and more substantive sense, according to which 
individuáis bear some responsibility for the well-being of others 
and sharc a mutual obligation to treat others with dignity and 
respect . 26 It is a way of thinking which must recognize that our 
substantive responsibility extends well beyond the proximatc 
sphere of others with whom we interact in our day-to-day lives; in 
an increasingly interconnected world, the horizons of responsibil- 
ity extend increasingly to others who are distant in space and time, 
as well as to a non-human world of nature whose destiny is 
increasingly interwoven with our own. And, finally, it is a way of 
thinking that must take full account of the cnormity of the stakes, 
as the growth of powcr at the disposal of human beings has 
reached the point at which the survival of the species and of thc 
planet can no longer be assurcd. 

There can be little doubt that the various media of communica- 
tion have played, and will continué to play, a crucial role in 
cultivating some sense of responsibility for our collective fate. 
They have helped to crcate a sense of responsibility which is not 
restricted to localizcd communities, but which is shared on a 
much wider scale. They have helped to set in motion a ccrtain 
'democratization of responsibility’, in thc sense that a concern for 
distant others becomes an incrcasing part of thc daily lives of more 
and more individuáis. It is difficult to watch images of civilians 
caught up in military conflict or of children dying of malnutrition 
without feeling that thc plight of these individuáis is - in some 
sense and to some degrec - a matter for our concern. It is difficult 
to read reports of animal species threatened with extinction by thc 
activities of poachers without feeling some sense of responsibility 
r- mixed, perhaps, with feelings of sadness and guilt ■ for their fate. 
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Of course, such feelings do not by thcmsclves constitute a proccss 
of moral-practical thinking, but thcir significance should not be 
underestimatcd. They attest to the possibility that thc increasing 
diffusion of information and images through thc media may help 
to stimulate and decpen a sense of responsibility for the non- 
human world of nature and for the universe of distant others who 
do not share one’s own conditions of life. 

It would be naive to suppose that, as a basis for thc rencwal of 
moral-practical thinking in thc late twentieth century, this incipi- 
ent sense of responsibility is anything other than precarious. Wc 
all know how fragüe thc sense of responsibility for distant others, 
how fleeting the pang of conscience, can be; we all know how easy 
it is, when others are far removed from the circumstanccs of our 
daily lives, to tum our attention away from their plight whüc wc 
concern ourselves with thosc who benefit from the immediacy of 
face-to-facc intcraction. We know how the sheer scale and fre- 
queney of the calamities that take place in thc world today can 
thrcaten to overwhelm us, giving rise to a kind of moral fatigue 
which can neutralize our capacity to fcel compassion. We know 
how dramatic images can be cynically manipulated and exploited 
for the purposes of mobilizing sympathy or support on the part of 
viewing audiences. Abovc all, we know that there is a yawning 
chasm between a sense of responsibility, on the onc hand, and a 
willingncss and capacity to take effective action, on the other. 
Individuáis may fcel a deep sense of concern about the plight of 
distant others or about the destruction of thc global environment; 
but given the enormous complcxity of the processes that have 
produced the crises and predicaments wc face today, and given 
the difficulty of intervening effectively in processes that are in 
many cases poorly understood, many people may fcel reluctant or 
unable to transíate their sense of concern into a determínate 
course of action. 

Precarious, certainly; insignificant, certainly not. The develop- 
ment of communication media has fuelled a growing awareness of 
thc very interconncctedness and interdependeney which this de- 
velopment, among others, has helped to create. It has nourished a 
sense of responsibility, however fragüe, for a humanity that is 
commonly shared and for a world that is collectively inhabited. It 
is this sense of responsibility which could form part of a new kind 
of moral-practical reflcction which has broken free from the an- 
thropocentric and spatial-tcmporal limitations of the traditional 
conccption of cthics, a kind of reflection which might stand in 
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some tolerably coherent relation to the realities oían increasingly 
ínterconnected world. This is a world, as Joñas observed, 27 in 
which our capacity to act at a distance, to set in motion processes 
that can have far-reaching consequences in space and in time, 
greatly exceeds our capacity to understand and to judge: the 

reaCh ° f °, Ur actÍons constant ly outstrips our prescience. 
Whemer we can develop our sense of responsibility into a form of 
moral-practical reflection which would provide some reasoned 
guidance for the conduct of human affairs, and whether we can 
gain sufficient understanding of complex humanly created pro- 
cesses to intervene effectively in them, it is difficult to say. But to 
attempt to do so might be the best - the only - option we have. 
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